Ant hony, Piers - The Apprentice Adept - 6 - Unicorn Point

Stile

Stile took the Lady Blue in his arns. "Thou dost know what we are about," he
sai d.

The Lady was fifty years old now, and her face was lined, but she renai ned
beautiful to him Her hair still fell to her waist, fair but seenming tinted

wi th bl ue because of her blue gown and slippers. She stood slightly taller

t han he, because of his dimnutive stature; it had never been an issue between
t hem

After a pause, she nurnured, "I know, ny love."

"I will return in a few days," he continued gravely. "Thou shall st have
conmpany. "

"True." But there was a tear on her cheek

He ki ssed her, then went outside the castle. There was Neysa, her head turning
white, her socks falling down about her hooves but her hide glossy black

bet ween, and her rnuscles still firm She remained a fine figure of a unicorn
as her kind put it, her horn retained its point. Stile nounted her bareback
and she trotted across the drawbridge over the noat.

Neysa paused without being asked, so that Stile could turn and wave to the
castle. A blue kerchief waved back fromthe window Stile felt a pang, because
all three of them knew that nuch nore was afoot than this sinple excursion

Then Neysa turned away, and trotted fromthe Bl ue Denesnes. They were on their
way.

"W have tinme," Stile remarked, reverting to the dialect of his origin, as he
tended to do when alone with her. "Let's take the scenic route."

Neysa played an affirmative note on her horn, and bore west. Stile, ren nded
by the sound, which resenbled that of a harnonica, brought out his own

har moni ca and began to play. In a noment Neysa joined in, and they played a
duet, as they had in the old days when both were young. The nusic was pretty,
and there was an enhancenent around them because music sumoned Stile's
magi c. He seldomused it these days, because a given spell could be invoked
only once, and he preferred not to waste any. Magic, even for an Adept, was
often the last resort. But it was all right to sumon di e anbi ence w t hout
drawi ng on it.

After a while Stile paused in his playing. "I renenber when you protested ny
power, old friend," he said.

She pl ayed a | aughing bit of melody. She had forgiven himhis power a quarter
century before, at the tinme he nade his Cath of Friendship to her. Fromthat
time on, all the unicorns of her Herd, and all the werewol ves of Kurrelgyre's
Pack, had been her friends too, charmed by the peripheral power of that Cath.
There had been no war between Herd and Pack, despite significant changes in
their compositions as nenbers grew and bred and migrated, and the CGath had
become a minor legend. It had been the proof of his status as the Bl ue Adept,



for only Adept magic could affect unicorns against their will.

"Aye, | renmenber well," he continued, experiencing the nostalgia of old tines.
"I was an injured jockey fromthe frame of Proton, discovering the strange new
worl d of Phaze. | decided | needed a steed, and you were there, you beautiful
animal, the finest of your kind I had seen, and small like me. | |oved you

t hat nmoment, but you did not |ove ne."

Neysa played a note of agreement. Her horn was rmnusical, but she could talk
with it in her fashion, and he understood her well. Al the advanced ani nals
of Phaze could comunicate well in other than the human node, though not as
wel |l as they could by using it, because the conventions of notes or grow s or
hi gh sonics were less versatile than the conpletely devel oped hunan | anguages.

"So then did | challenge thee, and nount thee and ride thee, and thou didst
try to throw me off, and we careered all over Phaze!" he continued, playfully

swi tching back to Phaze dialect. "I think | kept ny place chiefly by |luck—=
Here she snorted derisively. "But then thou didst get set to leap fromthe
hi gh point, and | thought we both would die, and | let thee go—and won thee
after all." And she agreed.

"Then there came to ne a worman, young and fair and small, and lo! it was thee
in human gui se, and | |learned what it nmeant to befriend a unicorn," he

continued. "And now we be old, and | have ny son Bane and thou thy filly

Fl eta, and they both be grown and have offspring in their fashion. Wre we
wrong to oppose their unions? How rmuch mischief mght we have avoi ded, had we
accepted their pleas!"

Neysa did not comrent. She, with her unicorn stubbornness, had not yet changed
her m nd about her position. They proceeded a while in silence. Stile mulling
it over. H s son Bane had managed to exchange identities with his opposite
nunber in Proton, who happened to be a robot: the manufactured son of the
humanoi d robot Sheen, once Stile's |over. The robot youth, called Mach, had
occupi ed a living human body for the first time, and fallen in love with the
human form of Fleta before properly appreciating her nature. Across the
frames, the robot and the unicorn—the inpossibility of this relationship had
been evident to all except the protagonists. Only the conniving Adverse
Adepts, who sought to use the boys for their own purposes, had supported the
uni on. Bane, in the robot body in Proton, had developed a simlarly difficult
relationship with an alien creature. Thus Stile had lost his son to the eneny.
He had recogni zed his nistake, in retrospect, too late; the boys were working
for the eneny, and Stile and his allies were suffering.

"Yet now there be Flach," he said, vocalizing again, know ng that Neysa woul d

have no trouble foll owi ng. He pronounced the nane "Flash"; it was the merger
of Fleta and Mach, with the hard ch becone soft. "The first man-unicorn
crossbreed, and a delight to us both. Perhaps in time he will devel op

abilities drawn fromboth our stocks. And little Nepe, in Proton—=

Neysa's ears perked. She was listening to sonmething. Stile paused, so as to
give her a better chance; her ears were better than his. It was probably
nothing significant; still, it was always best to be alert, because there were
nore nonsters than in the past, and not all of them had | earned proper respect
for either unicorns or Adepts.

Neysa el evated her nose to sniff the breeze. She made a nusical snort of
perplexity. Evidently this was not routine. "Do you wish me to intercede?"
Stile asked. As an Adept, he could handl e just about any threat from anything
| ess than anot her Adept, and at present the Adepts were not harrying each
other despite their enmties.



But the unicorn was independent, true to the nature of her species. She
preferred to handle this herself. She broke into a trot, and then into a

gall op, nmoving at the velocity only her kind could rmanage. Stile crouched | ow,
hangi ng on to her nane, enjoying this run as nuch as he had her easy wal k.

They broke into open country, nuch as they had a quarter century before,
covering ground at a rate beyond the powers of any horse. The magic of the

uni corn was not nerely in her horn! This time she was trying not to throw him
of f, but to outdistance sonething. What could it be, that caused her to react
this way?

Stile | ooked around, craning his head to see the ground behind them But their
pursuer was not on the ground. It was in the air, flying strongly. A small
dragon? No, the shape was wrong, and the node of flight; it seened to have
birdli ke wi ngs and a runni ng body.

He ran through his nental repertoire of nonsters, but could not find a match
This one seened alien to Phaze. What could it be? No wonder Neysa was
concerned; she did not trust anything unfamliar

He continued his effort to place the creature. It had to be sonething®. It had
a body like that of a panther or lion, and a head Iike that of a bird of prey.
It rem nded himof the old heraldic devices in the history texts—

"Giffin!" he exclained. "That's a griffin! Head and wi ngs of an eagle, body
of alion!"

Neysa made a nusical toot of agreement and continued running at speed. She had
known it by the sound and snell.

"But there are no griffins in Phaze!" he exclained after a nonent.

Yet there it was, and gaining on them A classic heraldic nonster. Cbviously
it did exist here.

Stile's brain was now raci ng at al nost Neysa's pace. Sparks were flying up
from her heating hooves, and figurative sparks were emanating from his head.
There were only a few ways that such a creature could be in Phaze. Was it
possible that all the surveys of the wildlife of the frane had been wong, and
had overl ooked this creature? He doubted that; those surveys had been

conpetent and conducted magically. The griffin nmight be an illusion, crafted
by another Adept. But he doubted that too, because Neysa had heard it and
scented it; it would require an extrenely thorough illusion to cover sound,

snell and sight in a manner that would convince a unicorn. So it was probably
a form assunmed by some ot her creature.

A number of Phaze creatures could change their fornms. There were the unicorns,
each typically having two fornms in addition to the equi ne one. The werewol ves,
who changed fromwolf to man and back. The vanpires, who were bats and mnen.
And the Adepts, who could do al nost anything they chose. But though the

ani mal s could change fornms as many tines as they wi shed, they were linited to
those few they had mastered, and Stile knew of none who had el ected a

non- Phaze form The Adepts could take any form but only once. Thus it would
be necessary to find new variants of the spell to achieve the sane alternate
form which seened |ike too nuch trouble.

However, a single appearance in this formm ght be enough, depending on its
pur pose. Wiy should an Adept assume the formof a griffin to chase anot her
Adept ? WAs one of the Adverse Adepts breaking the truce? Trying to take him



out anonynously, using this shape in case Stile escaped and tried to identify
the perpetrator? That was possible, for some Adepts had few ethical scruples,
but unlikely, because the Adverse Adepts already had the upper hand and were
likely to win the conplete power they sought, in tinme. They had succeeded in
tilting the bal ance of power in their favor when they had given Mach and Fleta
sanctuary. Now Mach and Bane were both working for them and their facility
with magic in this franme, and with science in the other, was inevitably
growing. Stile and his allies were waging little nmore than a hol ding action at
this point, staving off the reckoning.

Why should the eneny try to kill him when this would only stir up his allies
to desperate nmeasures, and change not hi ng?

Yet there was the griffin, closing the gap between them "Neysa, | believe |
shoul d intercede,"” he said.

But she remai ned stubborn; she wanted to pull this out herself. She was
angling toward the Lattice, that dread, denon-infested pattern of cracks in

t he ground. She had done that during their first encounter, trying to shake
hi m | oose; coul d she shake | oose a flying predator? Since he wasn't sure how
to proceed, he let her try; if the griffin actually caught them he would

i nvoke a spell that would set back even an Adept. The truth was that a single
Adept coul d seldomreally harm anot her Adept; their magic tended to cance
out. That was another reason it was easier to abide by the truce; violation
was not likely to be effective.

The shadow of the nonster was coming close, and the griffin itself was
descending, its front tal ons reaching down. Stile readied his spell, but
withheld it; he did not want to affront Neysa by denobnstrating a lack of faith
in her effort. Now she had reached the Lattice, and her hot hooves were
clattering on its pattern of little cracks. Those cracks were w dening into
crevices, and the crevices to deep clefts, as they penetrated to the center of
t he region.

Soon Neysa was stepping across enl argi ng gaps, and then junping over them The
gaps were now broader than the | anding places, and the ratio continued to
shift. That was the devastating thing about the Lattice; the farther it went,
the worse it got. There was a way across it, but that way was devious, like a
route through a maze, and could not be navigated blindly. The griffin hovered
above as if uncertain how to proceed; perhaps it was not famliar with this
network. Then it folded its wi ngs and dropped down toward them

Neysa | eaped down into a channel, surprising Stile. Now the walls of it rose
up on either side. In a nonent the two of themwere below the I evel of the
surface, and the griffin could not follow because its w ngspan was far too
broad. Neysa had succeeded in avoiding it!

But at a price. Now the denmons of this domain showed, and they were not
friendly to man or unicorn. They ducked into cross-passages to avoid the
spearing unicorn point, but only just far enough to | et Neysa pass; then they
cl osed in behind. She could of course run on through and up and out the far
side of the Lattice—but the griffin hovered above, evidently waiting for that.
Had they played into its trap?

"Maybe if we go on through, | can throw a spell at the griffin as we cone
out,"

Stile suggested. "There has to be Adept invol venent, so—

She sounded a note of agreement. They both knew that they could not afford to
dally long here in the Lattice, for the denbns would surround them and set up
a barrier to stop the plunging unicorn. Then they woul d have to deal with the



denons, and it would be messy, because this was the denons' home territory.
But this intrusion had caught the demons by surprise, so they had not yet
massed or organi zed sufficiently, and would not be able to do so before Neysa
gal | oped on out.

They passed the nadir of the Lattice, and began the gradual incline toward the
escape at the far side. Stile watched the griffin above, ready to tine his
spell so as to stun it as their heads canme out of the chasm

Suddenly Neysa faltered. Her stride broke, and she ground to a painful halt.
Stile was al nost thrown from her back, because he had been watching the sky
rather than the Lattice, and had not seen the obstruction. Now his eyes

wr enched down—and there was no obstruction

The denons were advanci ng, appearing fromall the interlocking crevices of the
denon warren. This was evidently no surprise to themn

"Neysa—what happened?" he cried, disnmounting. He could see that she was in
pai n.

She changed form becoming a wonan of about his own age, petite and fit and
attractive, but graying in the forehead, exactly as in her mare form
"Founder," she breathed in anguish

Now he saw that her hands were held awkwardly, the fingers gnarling, the
joints swelling. Her feet, also, were swollen. She was in serious trouble.
"Change to firefly form" he urged her. "That will take the weight off your
feet."”

But denobns were closing in, and some had nets; they were prepared for this
al so.

Stile sighed. He knew better than to try to reason with this type of denon. He
woul d have to back them off with nagic. He took a breath.

Abruptly the denons froze in place. Stile gaped; he hadn't done it! This was
very powerful nagic; who had interceded?

The griffin I anded just above. It changed form Suddenly a young nman stood
there, hair tousled, handsone.

"Bane!" Stile cried, surprised and relieved.

"No, Mach," the man replied. "I amsorry; | did not nean to drive you into the
Lattice. | see Neysa ran afoul of the denons' founder spell. My fault; | wll
abate it."

"Mach!" Stile said. Nornmally he could tell them apart, though they used the
same body; their manners differed. His distraction of the nmonent had dulled
his perception. "Wiy were you pursuing us?"

"You can be hard to |l ocate, Adept," Mach said with a smile. "The other Adepts

wat ch you, of course, but | never bothered to spy on you. | prefer to search
you out at need. So | assumed a form| knew you woul d recognize as alien to
Phaze. But then you wanted to nake a game of it, so | played that gane. | did

not realize that would put Neysa in the way of the founder spell."

A ganme! Stile realized that he had been dull; he should have realized that.
Had he just taken the trouble to sing an identification spell, instead of
letting Neysa run—



"Dam Neysa, if | may..." Mach said. Abruptly the woman strai ghtened, her pain
gone, her hands and feet unki nking. The Robot Adept had freed her without
showi ng any sign of magic; no sung spell, no gesture. It was a power Stile
could only envy. Originally Mach had been clunmsy with magic, his attenpted
spell's going awy, but after the Red Adept had trained himw th the Book of
Magi ¢ he had become the nost powerful of all the Adepts, Bane included. He
shoul d have been on Stile's side—had Stile not blundered cal am tously.

Neysa resumed her unicorn form and Stile nounted. They noved out of the
Lattice. Mach awaited them at the edge.

"I thought we weren't associating,"
"Aren't you on the other side?"

Stile said with a smle as they energed

"Wuld | be, if we had the past five years to |live over?"

"No." Indeed, the major reason for Stile's opposition to Mach's union wth

Fl eta had been nullified by events. He had needed an heir who was Adept, and
of fspring by that heir who would al so be Adept, so as to have the continuing
power to hold off the Adverse Adepts. He had thought that there could be no
of fspring of man and unicorn, and that a robot could not become Adept. Had he
known what was to happen, he woul d have wel coned Mach as a savior, instead of
opposi ng himas an interference.

"I gave nmy word, and Bane gave his," Mach said. "W woul d have chosen
otherwi se, and still our synpathies lie with you, but our word is sacred, so
we work for the other side. Because the Adepts know we can be trusted, we have
conpl ete freedom™

"I would not have it otherwise," Stile said sadly.

"But there are advantages for you also," Mach continued. "Because of this, the
Adepts are bound to take no action against you personally, and the children
are free to visit you and Citizen Blue. W are al so working to nake the shift
in power nore conpatible; the status of the unicorns, werewolves and vanpires

i s being safeguarded. There will not be the disaster there m ght otherw se
have been."

"But once the Adepts achieve power, will their guarantees be honored?" Stile
asked grimy.

"Translucent's wll."

"But how long will he retain power, once the others see no further need for
hi s | eader shi p?"

"That is not our business,"” Mach said, frowning.

"But it is mine. W all know the nature of the |eadership | represent; none

know t he nature of the |eadership that will energe fromthe Adverse Adepts
once their present constraints are gone, but it will surely be inimcal to
Phaze."

"My word binds ne," Mach said tightly. "I would not use nmy power directly

agai nst you, and do not use it for the Adepts, but to the extent they can
profit frommy contact with Bane, they are entitled. |I think it is fair to say

that this profit is significant."

"It is overwhelnmng," Stile admitted. "If | can not stop it soon, | wll |ose



hope of ever doing so."
"l have no comment."

O course he didn't. He knew that what he was doing was shifting the bal ance
to favor the Adverse Adepts in Phaze, and the Contrary Citizens in Proton, but
he was bound by his word. Surely he hoped that Stile would sonehow prevail

but doubted that this was possible. Thus had events nocked their preferences.
"Why did you seek ne?" Stile asked.

"It is personal. In three days Flach will visit you for a week, as he has been
doi ng every nonth. W are concerned about him and hope you can hel p."

"Flach is a fine lad," Stile said. "Ajoy to Neysa as much as to ne, despite
our foolishness in opposing his generation. He thrives as both nan and
uni corn, and we always | ook forward to his presence."

"But we expect nore of him" Mach said. "By this time he should be devel opi ng
his third form and perhaps progressing to others, as well as |earning magic.
But he shows no sign of this, and has becone increasingly withdrawn. Fleta
fears he is retarded.”

Neysa made a nusical snort of negation. "He is not retarded,” Stile said.

"But four-year-old unicorn colts generally have mastered their third forns,"
Mach said. "And they are open, expressive, inquiring. Flach is not. W fear
that something is bothering him or that he is com ng to recogni ze his

i nadequacy conpared to the unicorns, so is withdrawing. WIIl you explore
this?"

"I hardly need to," Stile said. "I know the |lad is advanced rather than
retarded, and is devel oping powers we hardly anticipate. Your concern is

groundl ess. "

Mach shook his head grimy, not wanting to contradict his elder, but certain

he knew better. "Fleta and | know you will do what you can for him" he said.
"Always," Stile agreed gruffly. "I assure you that your son will surprise
you. "

"I hope so," Mach said. He glanced at Neysa. "Fleta asks your forgiveness."

Neysa faced away. This had become al most routine: Fleta had alienated her dam
by marrying Mach and joi ning the cause of the Adverse Adepts, and that

remai ned unforgi ven. Neysa well understood and respected Fleta's reason, but
felt she should not have surrendered principle for love. Neysa herself had
not. Thus Neysa did not associate with Fleta any nore than the barest m ni mum
necessary to fetch Flach and return him Fleta |longed for a change, but it
never cane. Unicorns of the old school were unyielding.

"Then we part," Mach said regretfully. "I shall return to Proton; Bane will be
in touch." He becane the griffin, spread his wi ngs, and | aunched into the air.
Soon he was gone.

"I know you want to restore relations with Fleta," Stile said as they resuned
their journey. "Perhaps some day something will enable it."

Neysa did not answer, but that was answer enough. Her nature prevented her
fromforgiving her offspring, but she loved Fleta, and hoped that sone
legiti mate avenue of forgiveness would devel op. Just as Stile hoped that he



woul d sonehow be able to prevail over the Adverse Adepts. Perhaps both hopes
were futil e—but perhaps not.

For there was nmuch that was not spoken. Al of them knew that the Adverse
Adepts kept constant watch on Stile and Neysa and the Lady Blue, so as to

bl ock any action they might initiate against the Adepts. Anything spoken was
over heard and anal yzed. Perhaps the Adepts were foolish enough to believe that
there were no unspoken plans, but Stile doubted that.

So he said nothing truly private aloud. This had becone automatic these past
five years. But he spoke freely of other things, so as to maintain the

senbl ance of carel essness, and also to fatigue the snoopers with trivia. That
way if something private slipped out, it just night be overl ooked. After all,
constant surveillance was al so a constant drain on their magic.

"Mach's power is greater than | had thought,"” he said. "He cured your founder
wi t hout seenming effort. |I could have done it, but not nearly so readily."

She nade a nusical agreenment. Unicorns were resistive to incidental magic, but
Adept magi c was hardly incidental. The denons nust have plotted for a | ong
time to obtain and place that founder spell, and it had been devastatingly
effective. Yet Mach had nullified both the denmons and spell as if such nagic
was child's play-which perhaps it was, now, to him Stile was glad that the
Robot Adept was not his eneny, even if he was not his ally.

They travel ed north, now, not running but not dawdling. Stile had an

appoi ntnent to neet |cebeard, the snow denon | eader who was al so a chess
master. They had pl ayed several correspondence games since getting started
when the denobn agreed to train Mach in chess; the demon had wanted to play
Stile to determine who was the ultimte chess master of Phaze. Since Stile
preferred a fair game, even though Mach was on the other side, he agreed, and
had pl ayed the denon, and it had been an excellent gane. But it had concl uded
in a draw, and so had the followi ng ones. Finally the denon had suggested that
they play a "live" ganme, with time limts, and another, and another, unti
they had one that did not draw, and that woul d deterni ne who was chanpi on. O
course there were variants of chess that prohibited draws, but both of them
were conservatives in this respect: for the chanpionship they preferred the
classic gane. So Stile was on his way to play, though |Icebeard was of the
eneny canp; this was another advantage of the truce. But there was nore to it
t han chess, as Neysa knew.

For Stile had spoken accurately when he said that his grandson (and Neysa's)
was advanced rather than retarded, and would surprise his father. Mach had
di sm ssed that as optim smor encouragenent, but it was neither. Stile had
been training the | ad, and soon the extent of Flach's progress would becone
known. But that revelation had to be coordinated with action in the frame of
Proton relating to Nepe, the child of Bane and Agape, because the nonment one
child' s abilities were reveal ed, the other woul d be suspect.

Fl ach was only four years old, and indeed he could change freely between his
human and unicorn forms. But he could al so assunme other forms, unknown to his
parents. Stile had cautioned the |lad as soon as he | earned to speak, and Fl ach
had responded beautifully. H's seem ng sl owness was a two-year act, masking
his true progress. But Stile had known that this could not be conceal ed
indefinitely; eventually the Adverse Adepts would catch on, and then they
woul d act to elimnate the threat. The boy's great progress had been possible
wi thout attracting the notice of the Adepts because they were not watching
him they assumed he was too young to practice great magic. That was their

col ossal error.



The key was this: Flach could comunicate with Nepe across the frames. Just as
Mach and Bane coul d. That meant that Stile and Citizen Blue could devel op
simlar information to that which the eneny had from Mach and Bane. Had both
been nmal e, they night even have had the potential to exchange, for they were
paral l el s, perhaps alternate selves. This represented a possible shift in the
bal ance of power, turning it back to Stile's side.

Stile had been holding off action as |Iong as possible, so as to enable the
children of both frames to mature. But there was too nuch at risk; the action
had to be now This was the real reason for his chess trip: it provided him

t he opportunity to do what he had to do, without giving his notive away.

Because he had to escape the surveillance of the Adepts while he told Neysa
what to do. A few seconds would suffice; then it would be out of his hands. He
hoped he was doing the right thing.

Neysa picked up her pace, so as to arrive at the Wiite Muntain Range at dusk.
That woul d make direct visual observation trickier. She knew the inportance of
timng; everything had to be right. If they did not achieve their dial ogue

wi t hout suspicion, all mght be |ost.

As the light waned, they approached the base of the range. The snow denobns
spied them of course; they were expected. They entered the track that led to
t he pass that opened on the denon chief’s cold caves. Stile waved, then

si ngsonged a spell, while Neysa played a thene to help intensify the magic.

Make us warm despite the cold;
Make us private till it is told.

I mredi ately the chill of the mountain dissipated; the snow remrai ned, yet they
felt warm But it was the second part of the spell that counted nore: the
privacy. This was nasked by the larger spell the denmon chief had arranged to
prevent any information being exchanged nmagically while the chess match was in
progress; he wanted to be sure that nothing but the two great m nds was
operating. There was a certain vagueness at the fringe of the region, because
t he boundary of the denon's spell could not be precise. Stile had researched
this well. Thus his own spell of privacy should not be detected, and the
spyi ng Adepts should not realize that they were being excluded. They woul d
assune that Stile and Neysa were passing through a region of interference,

that would clarify as they reached the center and the denon's spell took ful
hol d. He could have made his privacy spell back at the Blue Denesnes, but that
woul d have attracted the notice of the spying Adepts, and they would have
doubl ed their watch, nmaking Neysa's action inpossible.

"Neysa," Stile said now "It is tine. Fetch Flach, take himon the circuit of
allies, and take no note when he | eaves you. Bring the golemto ne."

She made a querying note.
"He will ask you," Stile replied. "Signal yes, then cooperate with anything he
asks. His life will be at stake. He will be afraid; support him This is the
crisis.”

She blew an affirmative note. Stile said no nore. The spell of privacy
depended on his intent as nuch as on his invocation; now it dissipated. The
nmusi ¢ sunmoned his magic; the intent interpreted it; the words defined it,
approxi mately. Anot her person mght sing as he did, and speak simlar words,
and wi sh the sane effect, but would not be able to achieve the sane result
because only the Adepts had the necessary underlying talent. Any person could
do some magi c, but nost could performonly poorly unless gifted with the



talent and willing to train carefully. Sone tried, but the established Adepts
were quick to detect such effort and to act against it; they did not desire
conpetition. So successful Adepts were few, usually the only new ones were
those protected by existing Adepts. Thus Stile's son Bane had been training to
assune the status of Blue Adept, and the Tan Adept's tw n offspring had
trained to become the Tan Adept. Sometinmes an Adept died without a successor
then there could be a certain free-for-all, unless some acconmodati on was
achieved with the other Adepts. As a general rule, those who becane Adept were
not nice people; rather, they were the nost tal ented and unscrupul ous. That
was why the majority of them opposed Stile; they preferred to operate w thout
ethical hindrance. Only Red, who owed his position to Stile, and Brown, in her
time somewhat smitten by him were on his side.

But now they were coming up to the pass, and the snow denons were waiting.
They were about to suffer the hospitality of |cebeard.

Stile had been to these mountains before, a generation ago, but had
encountered a different chieftain: Freezetooth, who had had a passion for a
lovely fire spirit whose proximty would have nelted him Stile had enchant ed
the snow denmon to nake himinvulnerable to fire, and a heated ronance had
followed. Relations with that tribe had been am cable for twenty years, unti

t he conmmuni cati on between Mach and Bane had pol arized the Adepts and tribes of
Phaze and forced new alignments. It was possible that |cebeard renmenbered
that, and that the chess chall enge was his way of maintaining relations
despite their status as enemies. There were as nany tribes of demon folk as
there were human fol k, and denons differed as nmuch fromeach other as did
human bei ngs, and were subject to simlar constraints.

Neysa had not been along on that trip. Instead Stile had ridden her brother
Cip, nowa Herd Stallion. Neysa was not partial to any denbns, no matter what
their heat or color, and was hard put to avoid an inpolite snort as the white
creatures closed in. This was however no attack, but an honorary escort.

| cebeard wanted very nmuch to play chess with Stile, and would do nothing to
interfere with that.

They were ushered into the palatial ice caverns that were the denon's throne
room |cebeard tried to maintain his chill reserve, but could not. He junped
down and approached Stile with an attitude that in any other creature would
have been positive, but with himwas nerely |less threatening. "Now we play!"
he excl ai med. "Thou and | al one!"

"Aye," Stile agreed. Then he glanced at Neysa. "The mare liketh not these
Dermesnes; if thou willst grant her safe passage out, she will depart and
return for me when the issue be settled.”

| cebeard | ooked at Neysa. "Be this not Fleta's danP"
Neysa nade an affirmative note.

"And she play not chess? Fleta be a better player than Mach; cones she oft
here to challenge nmy mnions."

Stile had not realized this. But of course Fleta had come with Mach when he
trained here, so had had opportunity to pick it up if she wanted to. O course
there was no reason a unicorn could not play chess if she w shed, but Stile
had not heard of it happening before. "Interesting,” he remarked.

"Methinks the filly be a better ganescreature than Mach overall," the denopn
confided. "My affinity to unicorns be not great, but that one dost have
charm”



Neysa stood awkwardly. Naturally she was pleased to hear her of fspring
prai sed, but she was not speaking to Fleta, as perhaps |cebeard knew. Denbns
had ways of teasing. Stile did not coment.

"She it was, nethinks, nade himwhat he be," the denmon concluded. "A filly
worthy o' any nale, |ike her dam"

Neysa did not react visibly, but the snow around her was beginning to nelt. At
| ast the demon had nmercy, and directed his mnions to escort her out and to
keep | ookout for her safe return perhaps a week hence.

It occurred to Stile that he could get to like Icebeard. As Neysa depart ed,
they wal ked to the chessboard with its pieces crafted fromice. He did not
care to adnmit it, but he had | ooked forward to this game as much as had the
denon, because |cebeard was indeed the best other player in Phaze.

And, with luck, the Adverse Adepts would relax, believing that Stile could not
make any initiative against themwhile |locked in a chess gane in the cold
White Mountains. He was counting on that. Chess was not the only game he was
pl aying at the nonent.

"Let's get on with it, pretender,"” Stile said. "I expect to wi pe the floor
with thy king before the hour be out."

| cebeard swelled up |ike an advancing glacier. "Thou dost call me pretender?
Thy king shall be nmeltwater, and thy queen ravished ere mine be threatened!"

Stile smled grimy. They both knew this was going to be great fun
2
Mach

Mach felt the disorientation of the exchange. It was both physical and

enoti onal : physical because he noved froma living to a machi ne body, and
enoti onal because the frame of Phaze was so different, with its magic and his
unicorn wife and son. He hated to return to Proton, though his existence here
was hardly a negative one. It was nerely a |l ess feeling one.

Then things firmed, and he | ooked around. He was standing in Bane's apartnent
in Hardom and before himwas Bane's wi fe. Agape, and Bane's daughter, Nepe.
Mach spent as nmuch tinme in Proton as in Phaze, alternating nonths, but each
ti me he saw Nepe she seenmed to have grown another notch. She was in human
form a four-year-old child, and rather pretty. O course she derived from
alien stock, and could assume any living formshe chose, with sufficient
application and practice, so could be just as pretty as she was able to

i magi ne.

Mach snmiled, a trifle grimy. "The exchange has been made; | will |eave you
now. "

"OfF course," Agape said. She was pretty too, possessing the sanme ability as
her daughter. It was always a bit of a jolt to encounter her naked, after a
month of life in Phaze, where human nakedness was often a signal of sexua
readi ness. In Proton, of course, all serf's were naked. He normally adapted to
the situation in mnutes, just as he did to the change to a body that was a
machi ne. He had exi sted many years in this body before discovering what life
was |ike; he could endure it for another nonth. Bane, after all, was suffering
the sane readjustnent, returning to his home frame, separated fromthe wonman



and child he | oved. Agape, three syllables, with the accent on the first;
Nepe, two syllables, accent on the first. Hi s conputer brain always clicked
t hrough such details as he oriented on his other self’'s fanily

He turned to the door panel, and extended one hand. The panel irised open
showi ng the hall beyond.

"Uncl e Mach!"
Mach paused. "Yes, Nepe."
"Can | go with you?"

Agape was startled. "Nepe, he is going to report to the Tan Adept, whom we
don't like. You would not be wel conme there."

"I don't give a—what's a bad word?—about the Tan Adept!" the child said
stoutly. "I want to see.”

"Pollution," Mach said.

"Beg pardon?" Agape said.

"The bad word."

Nepe considered. "No, plution's too |egitnet. Maybe one about excenent."
"Nepe!" Agape excl ai ned.

Mach smiled. "I ama robot. | have no need of a bad word for excrenent."
"Don't patonize nme!" Nepe exclained furiously.

"Horse manure," Mach said contritely.

Nepe sniled victoriously. "I don't give horse manure for the Tan Adept!"

"Now see what you've done," Agape said sternly. "She will be using that word
ever ywhere."

"She has to |l earn adult usage some tinme," he pointed out, amused. Then he
spoke directly to Nepe: "But if you say that to his face, he might swell up
and burst, and the snell would be horrible."”

"Real | y?" she asked, delighted.

"No, not really!" Agape said, darting a frustrated gl ance at Mach. "But don't
do it, anyway. W have to try to get along with these people.”

n W]y?ll

"Let her come along, and I will try to explain," Mach said. He was flattered
by the child's wish to acconmpany him normally she treated himwi th suprene
indifference. In fact, for the first time she was making himfeel like a rea

relative, causing his hunor and flattery circuits to activate very mnuch the
way they would in life.

"But she has to go visit her grandfather, Citizen Blue," Agape protested. "The
plane is ready to take her to his country donme estate."



"I can catch it after!" Nepe cried. "I know the way. Besides, it's autmatic."

"What has gotten into you?" Agape inquired. "Your father would have taken you
there, if you had asked!"

"It's all right," Mach said. "I will take her. Probably ny son Flach is
pestering Fleta simlarly, in Phaze."

Nepe turned sober. "I want to neet Aunt Fleta."

"It wouldn't work," Agape said. "Even if she cane here, she would be in ny
body. "

"Over there," Nepe said. "I want to nmeet the unicorn!”

"I'"d better take her to the Tan Adept," Mach said. "She will be all right, and
I will see that she boards the plane on schedule.”

Agape nodded, yielding without liking it. It was hard to see her as an alien
creature at a time like this; her reactions were conpletely human, as were
t hose of her daughter.

Nepe took his hand, and they stepped out of the chanber. The panel cl osed
behi nd them "Wy did you nake that scene?" Mach inquired as they wal ked down
the hall.

"I heard something," the child confided. "Sonething fun, maybe."
"The Citizen Tan doesn't serve ice cream" he cautioned her
"Bettern that! But it's a secret!”

"Ch." He knew better than to question her further. He might |learn the secret,
but it would spoil her fun

He checked his watch. He was early for his appointment with the Adept, by
about an hour. Normally he would have retreated to his own suite and used the
time to check for accunul ated nessages, as well as verifying the operation of
his body. Bane tried to take care of it, but Bane had been brought up as a
living creature, and still tended to assume that minor scratches would heal on
their own. Al so, Bane spent a lot of time with Agape, and that woul d be
wearing on certain circuits. It was generally best to check those circuits,

not with any intent to snoop on his other self, but to ensure that they

remai ned fully operative.

But this tine Nepe was with him The child would not be very patient about an
hour of stasis on his part. As a living creature she could not turn off or
internalize the sane way. Her closest equival ent was sleeping, and |ike nopst
children, she would rather die than sleep during daylight hours. Very well;
his systens check could wait; certainly it wasn't urgent.

"It will be a while before I nmeet with Tan,"
something to eat first—=

he said. "If you would like

"I want to play a gane with you. Uncle," she said.
"Such as piggy-back riding?"

"No piggy-bank riding! A real gane!"



"Ch, you nmean a Gane!" he said, understanding.
"A Gane," she agreed.

"Some of those games are unsuitable for a person your age."

"Yes," she said zestfully.

"But your nmother would smite nme if | played one of those with you."
Nepe frowned, acknow edging the truth of this concern

"But | know the difrence. W'll play a suitble gane."

"Very well." He guided her to the Ganme Annex.

They came to a Gane Console. This was set up with screens on either side, for
the two players. He fetched a bench for Nepe to stand on, and lifted her up so
that she coul d supervise her screen. "Do you know how to do this?" he asked.

"Natchly," she said. "Get to your side."

Mach went to his side. He knew that Bane and Agape had increasing concern
about the child, who seened to be a slow |learner. She did not seemslowto
him but he realized that he had little proper basis for conparison. She
seened to be fully as alert as and sonmewhat nore expressive than his son
Fl ach.

But that of course was the problem Flach was not keeping pace with either
fully human or unicorn children his age. He spoke nmore slowy, and | acked
interest in acadenmic pursuits, and had mastered only two of the three forns
expected of a unicorn. They had hoped he would go beyond the ordinary in both
t he human and unicorn respects, and for a tine it had seened that he woul d,
but then progress had sl owed. That was why Mach had intercepted Stile in
Phaze—+to0 no avail, as it turned out, because Stile had refused to acknow edge
that the problemexisted. Stile liked his grandson, w thout doubt, and that
went far toward mtigating his early objection to the unusual nmarriages of
Mach and Bane, but Mach had not expected that to distort his judgnent about

t he boy's progress.

Could it be overconpensation on Stile's part, or advanci ng age? Technically
Fl ach was the child of Bane, because Bane's body had generated hiny genetics
took little note of which mnd occupied the body at the tinme. Thus Mach's son
was Stile's grandson, and no one debated this, but the question always
lingered in the background: was this entirely legitimate? Stile m ght
conpensate for that doubt by seeing no evil in the boy. But Mach had too high
a regard for the ability and character of the man to be satisfied with this
expl anation. Stile was on the other side, and he was clever; his optinism
about the boy might be a nere mask, preventing acknow edgnment of a devel opi ng
l[iability in the assets of his eneny. But how could Stile profit by such a
pose? Mach had becone the | eadi ng Adept of Phaze, thanks to the input of the
Book of Magic, but he never deceived hinself that he was the snartest person.
He suspected that Stile was playing a gane whose nature he hardly understood.

"Are you going to choose, Uncle?" Nepe asked.
Mach gl anced at his grid. As always, it showed the four major categories

across the top: 1. PHYSICAL 2. MENTAL 3. CHANCE 4. ARTS, and four types down
the left side: A NAKED B. TOOL C. MACH NE D. ANI MALS. He had the letters.



Qui ckly he touched A. NAKED. Here in Proton the word had no soci al
significance, as all serf's were naked; it sinmply neant that no tools,

machi nes or animals would be used. He felt this was the safest course for a
gane with a child, because it elimnated nost of the nbst conplicated ones.

I mredi ately the new grid formed: 2A. NAKED MENTAL. He had not needed to worry
about inappropriate tools; her choice of MENTAL had negated nost of that.
Across the top were 5. SOCIAL 6. POAER 7. MATH 8. HUMOR, and down the side
were E. | NFORMATION F. MEMORY G RIDDLE H MAN PULATI ON. He had the nunbers
this time, so selected 8 HUMOR

She had chosen as quickly as he, and the third grid appeared: HUVRUS
MANPLASHUN. Good enough; he should not get into nuch trouble there. The point
of this Gane was to satisfy Nepe, not to win or |ose.

Then he gl anced back at the grid heading, startled, but the title had al ready
faded. Had he imagi ned Nepe's | anguage there? How coul d that happen to a
robot? He | ooked at the child, but she had assumed a nask of conplete

i nnocence.

They set up the final grid, filling in inprobable choices relating to illogic

and j okes. Nepe's choices evinced a proclivity for naughtiness that would have
di stressed her nother; apparently the child felt free to express herself nore

openly in the conpany of her uncle.

They played the grid, and the final choice of ganmes was nmade: STRUCTURED
LYI NG

Mach shook his head. "Your nother—

"Isn't playing," the child said quickly.

True. So Nepe had her way, and could nowtell lies with inpunity. This
variant, as structured, required that each nake a statement, while the other
chall enged any lie. If a lie was accepted as valid, or a true statenent

chall enged as a lie, a point was scored by the originator. |If the statenent
was called correctly, the point went to the challenger. The trick was to cause
t he opponent to chall enge sone seem ngly outrageous but actually accurate
statenment. A lead of two points deci ded the gane.

Mach made the first statenent. He was not very good at |ying, because it was

foreign to both his training and his robotic programm ng; a good lie required
i magi nati on of the quality only a living brain could achieve. Fortunately his
opponent was a child, and a childish exanple would suffice. He presented one

of the classic ancient riddles.

"I know of a chamber filled with gold. The gold is wapped in a silken shroud,
and set in a transparent liquid, which is sealed in a container that has no
doors or wi ndows or openings at all. Yet—=

"An egg," Nepe said, not waiting for himto finish. "So it is true."

"You' ve heard it before," Mach said, chagrined to be thus readily bested.

"No, | guessed. | figured you'd start with sonmething pretty elnmentry."

El enentary: indeed he had. Still, Nepe did not strike himas even mninally

retarded. She had nade a swift and accurate connection, after correctly
anal yzing his strategy. She showed potential for master ganesmanshi p.



Now it was her turn. "The man rode on the horse, and yet he wal ked beside it,"
she said.

Mach pondered that. Surely it was a trick statenment, appearing inpossible,
just as his riddle of the egg was supposed to be. But what was the rationale
that made it true? Either the man was on the horse, or he wal ked beside it.
Unl ess there were two selves in the two frames, Phaze and Proton, with one
self-riding and the other wal king. But that would require alternate sel ves of
me horse, too, and that nmade four creatures in all. The Gane Conputer was
unlikely to allow so farfetched an interpretation; structured hunor had to be
narrow y defi ned.

One man, one horse: how could it be? Mach was sonehow sure it could be, but
his robotic logic did not fathomit. "That's a lie," he said.

Nepe snil ed, as he had known she would. "Yeti is the name of the dog," she
said. "That one's as old as your egg."

Mach groaned, seeing it. Not "yet he" but "Yeti," sounding the sane when
spoken. An interpretation that was valid in hunor, if not el sewhere. He had
i ndeed blown it.

"So did I win, huh?" she inquired joyfully.

"You won," he agreed.

"Cee—ny first and last," she said with a mxed smle. "Thank you. Uncle."

Her last victory? He doubted it! He wi shed Flach had her ready wt.

They were at the Tan Adept's office precisely on time. Serfs were al ways
punctual when dealing with Ctizens, because a rapid process of selection
elimnated all who were not. The normal manner of elinination was firing,

whi ch neant that the serf had to | eave the planet unless he could find a new
enpl oyer—a forlorn hope. But there were few questions when serfs sinply

di sappeared, though all knew this could not happen by the serfs choice. No
serf ever gave any Citizen reason for annoyance if it was possible to avoid
it.

As it happened, Mach had given Citizen Tan reason for annoyance, and Fleta (in
Agape' s body) had given himreason for rage. But they had survived because
Mach was an essential resource and Agape was under his protection. Bane (in
Mach's body) and Agape called thensel ves married, but this was an affectation;
there was no marriage anmong serfs, nmerely an informal tol erance of a
continuing association. If the cl oseness of Bane and Agape ever abated, she
woul d have to get offplanet in a hurry, for her protection wuld be gone.
There seened to be no danger of any separation, considering the presence of
Nepe; neverthel ess. Agape normally remained well clear of Citizen Tan

They were on tinme, but the Citizen was late. That was the Citizen's
prerogative. They waited in the office antechanber, watching the pretty and
efficient human secretary brush her lovely hair. This was not any abuse of her
position; it was a tacit denpnstration by the Citizen that he had no
legitimate use for her, and maintained her only for show or for any other

pur pose he chose. A serf with a brush was unusual, and none woul d perform any
personal toiletry on the job wi thout the express directive of the enpl oyer.
The inplication was that the person waiting for the appointrment was virtually
nonexi stent; not even the secretary cared for his opinion



Tan did not |ike Mach, but had to work with him Their direct encounters were
al ways formal and polite; the aninosity showed only in this indirect fashion
Tan was maki ng Mach wait—and Mach had brought a visitor. No other serf would
have had the audacity, perhaps not even Bane. But Mach knew his power, and
used it to counter the subtle manifestations of the Citizen's ire.

Why had Tan chosen to be the one to work with hinf That had al ways been a
nmystery. The Contrary Citizens could have arranged to have any of their

nunber, or sone trusted hi gh-placed serf, deal with Mach and Bane, yet it was
Tan. Tan, whose genitals Agape's body had squeezed during Fleta's escape from
him before Bane had joined the Citizens and thereby guaranteed her safety. No
ot her person had ever committed such an act against a Citizen and |ived a day,
| et alone five years!

"Cee, you're pretty!" Nepe said to the receptionist.

The receptionist glanced at a panel on her desk before answering. Discovering
no signal of negation there, she smled. "Thank you, Nepe." |Indeed, she was
nore than pretty; she was as well forned and featured as a serf could get,
considering that serfs were allowed no enhancenents. Her hair was silvery and
shoul der | ength, al nost shining, and her gray eyes seened al nost |ike silver
too. Mach had not seen her before; she either was new, or had been transferred
in fromanother office.

"How d you know my name, Tsetse?" She pronounced it "Setsy," with the accent

on the first syllable. Mach knew the word as the nanme of a fly, the carrier of
sl eepi ng si ckness, and wondered how t he woman had cone by it.

Again the secretary gl anced at her panel, careful to say nothing not

aut horized. "We know all who associate with your uncle," she replied.
"You nmean you watch us?"

"Yes. To be sure that nothing happens to you."

The child shrugged. "Not close 'nough."

Then the secretary did a del ayed doubl et ake. "How did you know nmy nane?"
"Uncle Mach told ne."

Mach woul d have junped, had he been alive. He had not even known the woman's
nane before Nepe gave it! \Wat m schi evous gane was the child playing?

Then a signal flashed. "The Citizen will see you now," the secretary said.
"Nepe will remain here."

"OfF course," Mach said, though he did not like this. He knew better than to
counter any directive of the Citizen, but if Nepe were subjected to any il
treatment, even purely psychol ogical, Mach would be in an extrenmely difficult
posi tion.

"I"ll be okay. Uncle,"” Nepe said brightly. "Tsetse's nice."

Mach hoped so. He braced hinself and stepped through the opaque force-curtain
into Citizen Tan's inner office.

Tan was standing, garbed as usual in his tan robe, his hair tinted tan, and
his eyes matching. He was actually a fairly handsone figure of a man, and Mach



suspected that the lovely new secretary really did not nmind the uses to which
he surely put her. But he was arrogant in the manner of nost Ctizens, and
ruthl ess, and he used wonen as he used nmen: with conplete indifference to
their sensitivities.

"Sir," Mach said respectfully.

"You have the information?"

"Yes, sir.

Tan smiled with genuine warmh. "W are very close, after a tedious del ay.
This may be the batch that puts us over."

"Yes, sir.

"Because once we have enough basic information fromthe Book of Magic in
Phaze, and the Oracle here is able to conpile it, we shall finally have the
mechani smto achieve key |leverage in the nonetary arena. It is anmazing how
closely magic parallels financial dealings! You know what that neans?"

"Yes, sir.
"State it in your own words."

"The Contrary Citizens will be able to use their wealth to control the
government of the frame of Proton, and Ctizen Blue and his allies will no
| onger be able to prevent this. Thus victory for you."

Tan rubbed his hands together. "It has been long in com ng! Blue has used
every conceivabl e node of interference and delay. But under the terns of the
agreement he had to allow you and Bane access to the Oracle, and that has nade
the difference."

"For the precise hours that his grandchild visits him" Mach agreed. For that
had been the nature of the hard-fought conprom se: Oracle for Nepe, in Proton
and Book of Magic for Flach, in Phaze. That was why the Citizens and Adepts
put no obstacles in the way of these visits. Indeed, they would be glad to
allow nore tine.

"I'n two hours you will have your session with the Oracle, and obtain the
translation of your information," Tan said. "I believe that this will indeed
mark the turning point. The matter will therefore no | onger require ny
personal attention. | will assign an associate to work with you."

"As you wi sh, sir," Mach said, surprised. Citizen Tan had al ways evi nced keen
interest in this project, despite his ennity to Mach and Bane.

"I shall turn this matter over to her now, " Tan said. He snapped his fingers.

A young woran entered the room -She was a serf, for she was naked, and well
formed. Mach's gaze traveled to her face—and he stifled his dismay. "Tania,"
he said.

"Naturally | trust ny sister to represent ny interests conpetently,” Ctizen

Tan said. "You have sone objection?"

"No, sir,"” Mach said quickly. But this was a neani ngl ess denial, as the others
knew, he preferred to remain well away fromthis dangerous wonman. He had
snubbed her other self in Phaze, and nmade mischief for her here in Proton



when he was hel ping Fleta escape. Tania had a score or two to settle with him
"How ni ce," Tania said, approaching him Her eyes, hair and skin were tinted
tan |like those of her twin brother; she was naked but clothed in this color
"I"'msure we shall get along intimately." She came to a stop i mediately
before him and put her arns around him and pressed in closely.

Mach was a robot, and he was in his own body now. That meant that he had
conpl ete control over his physical reactions. This was fortunate, for Tania
had undeni abl e sex appeal, and evidently intended to tease himwith it. She
was a bad worman, selfish and cruel, but that seenmed not to detract from her
al lure.

Citizen Tan di sappeared. Mach was alone with Tania. At |east he did not have
to say "sir" to her. She had great power, because of her relationship to the
Citizen, but she was legally another serf. "What is your intent?" he inquired,
attenpting to di sengage.

"It occurred to me that you have no romantic interest in this frame, Mach,"
she said. "Since we have to work cl osely together anyway, we mght as well
enjoy it."

"You know I ama robot," he said tightly. "You should have no interest in ny

type."

"If truth be told, I ambored with human nmen, and with androids,"” she said.
"You are not just any robot; you are the nost advanced nodel on the planet,
and you have denonstrated abilities worthy of any living male. | believe you
will be interesting.”

"I ammarried."”

"Not in Proton. Conme, Mach, kiss ne."

"There is no requirenment that | do such a thing."
"Shall | tell nmy brother that you are uncooperative?"

"Cbviously Citizen Tan will react in whatever manner he has decided to. Wy
should you wish to initiate a type of relationship that can only conplicate a
strained situation?"

"I doubt you need to know that," she said. "But | don't doubt you can figure
it out for yourself. Now kiss me, and we shall proceed."

"Proceed with what ?"

She | aughed, her breasts nmoving against him "Assimlation of your new
i nformation, of course. Did you think to have your desire of ne within
m nut es?"

"I have no desire of you!"
"Perhaps not yet." She lifted her face, waiting.

Mach realized that she intended to establish her control over the situation by
maki ng hi m do what she chose. She could have no physical desire for him it
was not in her nature as either an al oof woman or the sister of a Gitizen
oviously sex was nerely a tool to her—n this case, a tool to enmbarrass him
If he didn't kiss her, she would require nore of him naking himregret his



resi st ance.

He | owered his face and kissed her. He felt a surge of guilt, thinking of

Fl eta. But he danped it down, realizing that he really had no choi ce. Perhaps
after playing with himfor a tine, Tania would lose interest, as a cat did
with a dead bird.

Tania broke, with a flicker of irritation. "As if you nean it," she said.

"Again."

"Whatever | show, | will not nean it," he said.

"Perhaps not yet," she repeated, waiting.

He ki ssed her again, as if he neant it. Unfortunately his circuits were cued
to a degree to his actions; it was a feedback | oop that normally enhanced his
human enul ati on. That neant that to an extent he did nean it, at |east for the
monent. This time she was satisfied. "Now speak the formul ae,” she said.

"They will be meaningless to you."

"But they will be recorded. They may not be neaningless to our analysts."

He doubted that, because in five years no one other than the Oracle had been
able to make sense of the strange statenents he had brought fromthe Book of
Magic. It was as if the magic were in sonme alien | anguage, that only the

O acl e spoke. That was anot her reason that progress had been so sl ow

However, he was obliged to hunmor her. He spoke the fornul ae, and Tani a
listened as if interested. It did not take |ong.

"Now we shall send the child on her way, and go to the Oracle,"” she said.

Nepe! He had al nost forgotten her! He was getting nore human all the time, and
suffering the liabilities of the state. A true machi ne forgot nothing that was
not expressly erased. O course he was no |longer a true nmachine; half his
current experience was human, in Phaze. There he was call ed the Robot Adept
(or, as the natives had it, "Rovot"), but he was really a living man with
consi derabl e power of magic. Perhaps it wasn't surprising that the human
liabilities as well as the human delights carried across the franes.

They energed to the front office. The child was sitting on the desk, watching
a cartoon on the receptionist's screen, her little |legs sw nging and tappi ng

t he desk.

Nepe | ooked up imedi ately. "Were you surprised. Uncle?"

"You knew?" he asked, surprised again.

"Ch, sure. Did she vanp you yet?"

Mach froze, appalled at both the question and Tania's likely reaction

"Not yet," Tania said, |aughing.

"Ch, goody! Can | watch, then?"

"But—= Mach started.

"Certainly," Tania said. She turned back to Mach, and put her arms around him



drawi ng herself close. "Kiss ne," she said.

"This is pointless and unnecessary," he said, not vyielding.

"I'f you don't," Tania murnured, "I shall nmake demands on you that are apt to
enbarrass you before the child."

He knew her well enough to have no doubt of her sincerity. Fuming in a manner
that woul d have done credit to a living person, he bent his head to kiss her

Nepe cl apped her hands, appl auding. "She's naking you do it!" she exclai med.
"l bet Tsetse she woul d!"

"Tsetse?" he repeated, chagrined at the openness of this matter
"Tsetse—ny receptionist,” Tania explai ned, m sunderstandi ng. She pronounced
the nane as Nepe had, but with the t's sounded. "I brought in nmy own
personnel, since | amto handle this case. | named her, because she is good at
maki ng men sl eep. Does she pl ease you?"

"I have no interest in her," Mach said. Wiat a nane to hang on such a pretty
worman! Tania's cruelty was showing. Tania turned to the woman. "Take Nepe to
her ship."

"No, I'll do that!" Mach sai d.

"So you do have an interest in her," Tania said, "because she affects the

wel fare of your niece."

"To that degree," Mach agreed. Wat was Tania trying to do? He saw no
consi stent pattern in her actions.

Tania read his doubt. "I am showi ng you that there are ways and ways | can

af fect your interests if you cross me. W have a covenant, and no one will be
hurt. But you could have to do things you dislike, and the child could witness
thi ngs you prefer she did not. Now Tsetse will escort her safely to her ship,

and you and | will dally on the way to the Oracle. Need nore be sai d?"

This ruthless woman woul d do what ever she thought would be effective in
bending his will to hers. Already she had | et himknow that he woul d do what
she wished in a social sense, or see her ire taken out on little Nepe. H's
robot logic made it clear: it was better to do whatever Tania wanted. |If she
over st epped her bounds. Citizen Tan would call her up short.

But that could nmean having an affair with her. As a man or robot in the frane
of Proton, he had no technical reason not to; his marriage to Fleta had no
bearing here. But enmptionally the prospect appalled him H s body was the one
Bane used, when they exchanged, and so Agape was concerned, while his nind was
inlove with Fleta, making Fleta concerned. Thus it was not a sinple matter of
catering to the demands of a denmandi ng worman wi t hout any enoti ona

i nvol venent, as a nornmal robot could do. There were deep social conflicts.
That seermed to be why Tania was doing it. Was it nerely her normal cruelty, or
was there some nore sinister reason? He was profoundly dismayed by this

devel oprent .

"I'"ll be fine. Uncle, and so will you," Nepe said, junping off the desk to
take Tsetse's hand. "Thanks for the game and the denstration!”

"You are wel come, Nepe," he said, wi shing he had never brought her here.
Qovi ously he had played into Tania's hands. Yet the child seened quite



sati sfied, and she was evidently not entirely innocent of the games adults
pl ayed. This could not be accounted for by the malice of either Citizen Tan or
his sister.

Nepe and the receptionist departed. Mach braced hinself for Tania's dalliance,
seeing no alternative

But she surprised him "I have no greater personal or social interest in you,
Mach, than you have in nme, "she said. "Certainly I have no need to coerce you
into anything. | can have any plaything | desire, with no difficulty. | do

confess that a challenge is intriguing, and you are a challenge, but at this
stage | want only to inpress on you the current realities.”

"You have done so," he said gruffly.

"Wth that understanding, we may proceed to the Oracle.”

Mach nodded grimy. The worst of it was that her evident personal interest in
him for whatever cynical reason, evoked a conplenentary interest; he was now
aware of the beauty and texture of her body. Even her mind intrigued him

Fl eta was straightforward and honest and positive and nice, and he | oved her
Tani a was devi ous and di shonest and negative and cruel, and he knew little of
this type, and found it uncannily fascinating. Fleta was conpl etely open; he
al ways knew where she stood and how she felt. Tania was the opposite, which
gave her the quality of nmystery—and that lured himin the manner of a candle
with a noth. He was disgusted with hinmself, but the |ure renained.

She nodded in return, her eyes narrow ng appraisingly. She was experienced
enough to know the type of appeal she had for nmen. "The tine will come when
do not have to tell you to kiss me," she said. "Like all males, you are
fasci nated by bad wonen."

Mach did not answer, as there was no honest refutation he could nmake. He set
up a circuit mask that woul d detune his awareness of her physical features and
prevent himfromreacting to them but there was no sinple way to do the sane
for his enption. He had | earned too nmuch of the living response, these past
five years, and hardly cared to dimnish that lest it affect his relationship
with Fleta.

"Oracle,"” Tania said to the desk. It responded to her voice, and put through
the call to the Oracle. This took a mnute, as the Oracle was a highly
restricted apparatus. It had resided for many generations in Phaze, unti
Stile had engineered its exchange with the Book of Magic, nmaking both fully
operative.

"Sit at the desk," she directed him
"There is no need," he said. "I do not fatigue."
"I see you are after all a slowlearner. Sit."

Mach circled the desk and took the confortable chair vacated by the
receptionist.

Tania foll owed, and sat in his lap. He had to do an emergency short-out of his
tactile receptors in that region to prevent a reaction as her firm naked
buttocks made contact. There was no subtl ety whatsoever in her approach, but
it remained effective. "Every tine you balk, I will react unpredictably," she
sai d, reaching across himto touch a button in the chair.



Abruptly his receptors turned on again. "Wat?" he exclained, startled.

"I have nulled your shorting mechanism" she said, tensing and rel axing a
buttock. "Did you suppose | knew nothing of robotics? This office is
appropriately equi pped.”

He shoul d have known. Hi s machi ne defenses were usel ess here. He was no Adept,
inthis frame, and that nade hi mvul nerable. She could make hi mreact when she
chose to.

"Oracle.” It was the connection. Wth relief, Mach plunged into his recitation
of formulae, tuning out his body's awareness of hers.

But all too soon the information had been covered. The Oracle signed off; it
woul d now devote itself to integrating the new information with the old, and
conpiling the whole into sonething useful to the Adepts. Mach's job was done,
for the nmonent.

"Have you | earned your |esson?" Tania inquired, turning so that her |eft
breast pressed against his chest.

"Yes." But he doubted this would satisfy her at this stage. She considered him
a challenge, and that would notivate her even if she found himsexually

repul sive.

"How ni ce. But perhaps | should make certain. | nmust say, | had forgotten the
pl easure of seducing an unwilling male. | think we shall be seeing a good dea
of each other this nonth." She tw sted around, her thighs sliding across his
t hi ghs, her breasts nmaking better contact. The sensations sent electrica

pul ses through his body, and both his mnd and his [oin responded. Damn t hat
override she had turned on! He was unable to curtail any of his natura
reactions.

She reached up to draw his face into hers. Her tan hair spread out, framng
her face, descending to brush against his body. Her tan irises seened to grow
| arge. She kissed him and he was aware of his resistance crunbling. She was
an infernally attractive figure of a wonan, never nind her unattractive
nature, and his body wanted hers.

There was a ping fromthe screen. Tania paused, a quirk of annoyance twi sting
her mout h. "Wat?" she rapped.

"Notice of problem" the screen said, showi ng matching words. "The child Nepe
has gone astray."

"What ?" This tine it was Mach, unable to danp down his alarmcircuitry.

"She boarded her plane," the screen said and printed. "It took off. It
di sappeared fromsurveillance. It seens unlikely to arrive at its

destination.”

"That's inpossible!" Tania exclainmed. "Recheck!" She started to get up
Mach's arms cl anped around her body with the power of nmachinery. "That child
is covered by the covenant!" he said. "As is Agape—and ny wife and child in

Phaze. "

"l know she is!" Tania said. "W haven't done this!"



"Haven't you?" One of his hands cl osed on her upper arm and began to squeeze.
Now t he override prevented himfrom noderating his devel opi ng enotion of
anger. "You thought to distract me while you acted agai nst nmy ni ece?"

He was hurting her, but she refused to cry out. "I thought to seduce you, yes.
Not hi ng nore. No harmto Nepe. Now let me go so | can pursue this matter."

He realized that it would make no sense for the Contrary Citizens to make such
a nove, even after they gained sufficient information to achieve their power
in Proton. He and Bane renained the Citizens' only contact with the opposite
frames. He released her. H s desire for her body had been nullified by his
awar eness of the threat to Nepe.

Qui ckly Tani a ascertained that the plane, flying preprogranmed, had at first
suffered what appeared to be a mal function of the tracking equipnment. It had
ceased to show on the screen. But when they conpensated by orienting with
anot her tracker, they had been unable to locate it. A direct physical check
had also failed to turn it up. A crash in the polluted desert was a strong
possibility; a robot search party was now proceeding to the site of |ast
observation. "The tim ng remai ns suggestive," Mach said tightly. "Wat reason
woul d we have to take her out, knowing it would jeopardi ze your cooperation?"
Tani a asked, | ooking genui nely nervous.

"This is what | amtrying to ascertain. Your receptionist conducted her to the
pl ane. She coul d have planted sonething on the craft, or sent a signal to an
acconplice. Wiile you made sure | was not there, because | might have
interfered. It all fits together rather neatly: Citizen Tan stepping aside at
this time for you, your hireling taking the child—=

"No!" she cried. "The timng is coincidence! W were trying only to—
"You did set this up?" he asked, stepping toward her

"No! Not to hurt the child!' W have nothing to do with mat! W don't want
anything to happen to her! We want her on our sidel"

"What are you tal king about? Nepe is only four years old! She's no part of the
struggl e between Citizens."

"But she will be! She— Tania stopped, realizing that she had said too nuch.
"I think I had better question you nore authoritatively."
She drew herself up angrily. "You have no right!"

"Listen, Tania, you are a serf, just as | am |If your brother dies, you may
inherit his Ctizenship—but if nmy father dies, | may inherit his. You are
human, | am a robot, but you are no better than | ameither legally or
socially. Not till your side wins its case against Citizen Blue and starts
subverting the new order. You gai ned ny acqui escence to your advances only
because | care for the welfare of ny niece. Do you wish to try whether your
good will is nmore precious to the Citizens than mne? Do you wish to try
whether | will not destroy you as readily as | would have played sex with you,
if that child is in peril by your device? Wiether | can do this with inpunity,
as long as | continue to bring across the formulae your Citizens require? In

t hat case, summon your brother and put it to himbefore | do. It was nmy |ove
for Fleta that brought nme to your side, but | believe the Adept Stile would
accept our union now. It is honor, not |love or fear, that keeps nme in your
canp, and it is dishonor on your part that will break that tie. You have one
way to establish the nature of your conplicity in this matter, and you will do



that now or suffer the consequence.™

"You dammed arrogant machi ne!" she flared. "You should be junked! No one talks
to me that way and lives!"

"I amnot alive. What is your decision?"

"I hate you!"
Mach snmiled. "I take that to be your acqui escence.”
"Yes," she whispered, defeated. In that nmonent of her genuine humiliation, he

found her nore appealing than she had been when arrogant. Stripped of her
i mperialistic manner and her cruelty, she could be a truly attractive wonan.

Mach spoke to the desk. "One interrogation unit to this site," he said. He
realized that the receptionist was | ate returning; probably she was under
orders to stay clear until her mstress had conpleted the seduction of the
robot. That particular plot had gone awy! But if Nepe was in trouble—

"But a condition," Tania said.

"No conditions! | nean to have the truth!"

"You pride yourself on honor," she said, speaking so |ow that her voice hardly
carried. "Deal with ne with honor."

"You never dealt with me with honor!"

"That is irrelevant. You are not ne."

She had a point. "\Wat are you aski ng?"

"I'f I demean nyself in this manner, and prove out, you owe ne."

"One you what ?"

She nerely | ooked at him

Mach was shaken. Could she be telling the truth? If so, his humliation of her
woul d prove to have been unjustified. He would, indeed, owe her, by his code.
But she was a clever, nervy wonman; she could be bluffing, trying to make him

change his mnd w thout proof.

"Granted,"” he said shortly. And felt a twinge of guilt. Had he any right to
make such a bargain, regardless of the situation?

Tania went to the desk. "Admt the machine, then seal off all communications
until further notice," she said. She sat in the chair.

Thus this questioning would be only between the two of them The interrogation
unit would hot tell; it would be erased after use. No one el se would know what
happened here, unless one of themtold.

The unit arrived. It was a standard cylindrical robot, with several extensible
arnms and assorted recesses. "Subject?" its speaker grille inquired.

"Me," Tania said.

The machine rolled to her. Efficiently it fastened nmetallic bracelets on her



wists, ankles and head. She submtted to this with unconceal ed aversi on, but
made no nove to interfere

"Testing," the machine said. "Speak truth: what is your nane and station?"

"Tani a, human, serf, heir to Citizen Tan."
"Speak false: what is your nane and station?"
"Mach, robot, serf, heir to Ctizen Blue."

Mach had to smile; she had given his identification, true for himbut a
fal sehood for her.

"Speak half-truth: a statenent of your choosing.”
"I amin love with Mach."

Mach was startled. Could any part of that be true? He had assuned that her
play for himwas entirely cynical

"Alignment is conplete,” the interrogator said. "Proceed."

Her half-truth had aligned? This prom sed mischief of another nature!

Though shaken by her statement, Mach knew he had to nake this count, because
he woul d never get another opportunity. He could not afford to | et any aspect
of the truth slip by him

He started obliquely, because now he wanted a broader truth than he had
initially. "Wy did you attenpt to seduce me? Provide such detail as you
believe is warranted to clarify this matter."

"That is not relevant!" she flared.
"I believe it is, because Nepe di sappeared while you were doing this."

I ndeed, the interrogator challenged it. "Subject's statenment is false," it
sai d.

She grinmaced. She was in no sense drugged or under any duress other than the
need to tell the truth or be imrediately exposed in her lie. "It was ny
brother's plan. Fleta huniliated himand got away. Now she is back in Phaze;
he can not reach her, either physically or by the terns of the covenant. But
he can not rest until he has his satisfaction of her. Therefore he asked ne to
win you away fromher. That would be a fitting vengeance for him that can
reach her wherever she is. In addition, this would bind you nore firmy to our
cause, so it is practical; that is why the other Ctizens agreed. Nepe is

i nvolved only in the sense that she would be affected by the breakup of the
marriage of her parents."

She paused. After a noment the interrogator spoke. "That is not the whole
truth.”

Tania's lips tightened. "I had no need to agree to this, because | amhis
sister and his heir. He could have used Tsetse for this purpose; indeed, that
was the original plan. But | volunteered, because it is better to keep it in
the famly; it would be dangerous to have my enpl oyee gain your loyalty. She
m ght get notions of independence. Wth nme, there would be no risk, because
never would | betray the interests of the Gtizenship | amslated to inherit."



Anot her pause. Then: "That is not the whole truth."

"It is enough of it!" she snapped.

"True," the interrogator agreed.

Mach was surprised again. She had backed off the machine! But his own
curiosity had been aroused. "G ve the rest anyway," he said.

"You owe ne," she remnminded him

"I'f you prove out."

"I was influenced by nore than loyalty to ny brother and ny side," she said.
"For a decade | have known of this sophisticated robot, Mach. | am ol der than

he, but this has little relevance in our society. At first | was outraged that
he shoul d be designated heir to a Gitizen. But when he established

communi cation with his other self, and went to Phaze, | realized that he was
nuch nore than a robot. | saw the m schi ef he made for our side, and | | earned
how he became an Adept in the other frame. | know how hard it is to do that. |

studied him and was fascinated with him as a nmachi ne who had becone hunan.
That was all there was to it, until the time of our domi nance neared, and we
knew t hat the eneny had to make his counternove soon or be forever lost. Then
it seemed wise to bind Mach nore tightly to us, and the Citizens were ready to
give nmy brother his vengeance. Then, as | considered the advantage of doing

the job nyself, | realized that nmy interest was nore than this. | have found
no man worthy of nore than occasional dalliance; but Mach, though he is a
robot, may be worthy. | became intrigued to the point of fascination. M

m ssion may be one thing, but my heart is another, and | want him It was ny
intent to seduce himfirst, then wean himaway from Fl eta by repeated
denonstrations of ny effectiveness as a | over, and, perhaps, to love him
nmysel f. In the end, perhaps, to win Bane al so. Because these two represent our
only known contact with the frane of Phaze, and Phaze remmins a dreamfor al
of us, even those of us who have never seen it, a magic world |ike none other
I would give ny power and pride to live in Phaze, the frame where enchant nment
is literal. If Mach could take nme there, or exchange ne with ny other self
there for a tine, as he did with Agape—the very notion, however farfetched,
fills me with an unutterable longing, and I would love himfor it no matter
what el se occurred between us. And that is the whole of it."

"That is the whole of it," the interrogator agreed. It did make sense. Tania
m ght be arrogant and cynical, but she had desires too, and she wanted the
best for herself. He understood her |onging for Phaze; that |onging had never
left him So there was genuine desire, under her artificiality.

But what of Nepe?

"Tell what you know or suspect of Nepe's di sappearance.”

"I used her only as a lever to force your acqui escence. | know nothing of any
pl ot agai nst her, and do not believe that there is any. Her disappearance is a
mystery to me. Indeed, | amchagrined by it, because it conpletely destroyed

my initiative with you."
There was the pause. "That is the whole truth," the interrogator said.

Mach, amazed, tried once nmore. "Do you know of any other plot against ne or
Nepe or Agape, or have you any suspicion of such?"



"No. "
"That is not the whole truth."”

"Dam that machine!" she flared again. "Only in the sense that the child is
val uabl e. She is devel opi ng powers that could nake her a significant asset to
our side. She might even learn to comruni cate with her opposite in Phaze.
Therefore we have instituted a watch on her, to ensure that we know at such
time as her powers devel op. W have no plot against her, only the intent to
keep her with us, by whatever means is required. Her di sappearance is as much
a concern to us as to you, Mach, and we shall make every effort to recover her
unharmed. That is the whole truth.”

And the interrogator agreed.

Surely she woul d have known or suspected, had there been any plot. She had
exoner ated herself and her side.

"But Nepe is-considered retarded," he said.

"She is not. She hides her developing abilities fromyou. W see this because
we have tracked her constantly, when she is not in the protected suite of her
grandfather. Recently we have observed | ess; we suspect this is not because
she is slow ng, but because she has | earned of our observation.”

"But how coul d she have escaped your surveillance?"

"We are very interested in learning that. | can only conjecture that sone
third party has taken action." Then she | ooked directly at him "W really are
on the same side, Mach, in this respect."”

"That is the truth," the interrogator said

So it had cone to nothing. Tania was relatively innocent, and he knew no nore
of Nepe's di sappearance than he had before. "I nust go to her nother," he
sai d.

"Remenber!" she called as he turned away. "You owe nme, Mach!"

"That is true," the interrogator said as Mach left.
He went to Agape's apartnent and put his hand agai nst the door panel. It
recogni zed himand admtted himinmredi ately.

She was there. When he was inside, she touched a button, and an opacity cl osed
about them It was the privacy shield, normally invoked for |ovemaking; but
she knew he was not Bane, and there was none of that between them

She was out of focus, and he knew she had been, in her fashion, crying. Her
alien flesh did not lend itself readily to this; instead it nelted, naking her
features fornm ess. Evidently she was hol ding her shape only with an effort,
because of this crisis.

"I questioned Tania with an interrogator,” he said without preanble. "She is

i nnocent of this. She wishes to seduce nme and subvert ne, in an effort to
puni sh Fleta for humiliating Tan, but she has no conplicity in Nepe's

di sappearance. It seens that sone third party whose identity we do not know is
responsi bl e. That neans that Nepe is probably unhurt, but captive. The
Citizens will do everything they can to recover her, because they believe that



she has or will have powers we do not suspect. | came to reassure you of
that."

"Nepe is safe," Agape said.

He paused, assessing this. "You have information of a tangible nature?" He did
not want her to del ude herself.

"Your father sent a nessage. It arrived just before you. He—he engi neered
this. O they did. Stile and Blue. Nepe got the nmessage, and knew it was tine,
and she escaped.”

"Nepe did it? But she's a little child, and the Ctizens were watching, and
t he plane was programmed! And— He stared at her. "Stile? How could he—
brought no nessage fromhim™"

"Nepe and Fl ach—they made contact," she said. "They were waiting for the
signal. Stile sent word to Flach, and he gave it as you exchanged, and Nepe
knew then. She is hiding."

Mach's circuits were overloaded with this seemi ng nonsense. "No one el se has
contact between the franes! Only Bane and ne!"

"And the children. W never suspected. They have gone into hiding."
"From us?" he asked, appalled.

"Fromthe enemy we serve. They will work with the other side. The Citizens and
Adepts suspected; that is why they watched. But the children eluded them and
now no one knows where they are, except perhaps Stile and Blue, and they wl|l
not tell."

"So they were not retarded," he said, remenbering his conversation with Stile,
and Stile's certainty. Now, also, he renenbered odd things Nepe had said,

i ndi cati ng her know edge of what she was about to do. He had been caught as
flat-footed as the Contrary Ctizens!

"They were far, far ahead of us," she agreed. "They planned for nost of their
lives. Now they are gone. | can not say | am unhappy."

Then, despite her words, she dissol ved.

Mach knew how she felt, because he realized that he had |ost Flach in the sane
manner. He and Bane were on the wong side, but their children were not. What
was to come of this? Wuld the children be able to remain hidden? Wuld they
even survive? They had kept their secret, and kept it astonishingly well, but
they were only four years old.

He exited the apartnent, |eaving Agape as a form ng puddl e of protoplasm He
al nrost envied her this nost tangible expression of |oss.

3
Fl ach

Fl ach was waiting as Neysa trotted up. He was at the castle of the Red Adept,
where his father Mach had brought him for the exchange. Mach got to study the
Book of Magic which the Red Adept controlled, during the time that Flach
visited his Grandpa Stile. That was the deal they had nade, and it had existed
as long as he could remenber. This was because Stile and the Adverse Adepts



were enem es, and the Red Adept was with Stile, and he had the Book of Magic,
so they had to trade off if they wanted to use it. Until recently it had
seened to Flach that he had the best of the deal, because he hardly cared
about any dusty old book, while Grandpa Stile was wonderful to be wth.

But he had cone to understand that it was the other way around. The Book had
spells that were even better in the other frame than here, and the Adepts over
there—the Contrary Citizens—waere getting very strong. Before | ong they would
be stronger than Grandpa Stile and his friends, or rather, Nepe's G andpa
Blue, really the sane thing. So now he felt guilty about the fun he had
visiting, knowing that it was costing his grandfather a lot. Maybe it was tine
to stop the visits.

These thoughts were fleeting, however, for G anddam Neysa noved rapidly. She
was old, but still strong, and her black hide was gl ossy. He liked her about
as well as he liked Gandpa Stile. She never tal ked nuch, but she was great
for traveling in the wilderness, and he always felt safe with her

Mach lifted himup to sit astride the unicorn. He needed no saddle; it was not
that he was an apt rider, but that she would never let himfall. "See you

| ater, crocogator,"” Mach qui pped, smling. He always had sonething fun-stupid
like that to say, fromhis nmenories of the other frane.

"In awhile, allidile,” Flach responded dutifully.

Then Neysa was off, Flach clinging to her flaring mane. She noved slowy at
first, making sure that he was secure, but gradually picked up speed.

They bore west, heading for the Blue Denesnes, where Flach was to have a
week's visit with his grandparents on the human side. But as they passed
t hrough a section of forest, Neysa sounded her horn

Fl ach had been trained in horn tal k. He understood i nredi ately. She had j ust
told himthat now was the tine to act.

He did not acknow edge directly. He knew that they were being watched; they
were al ways wat ched. He nerely squeezed his knees to her sides, acknow edgi ng.
Then, as they enmerged to an open region, he spoke. "G anddam Neysa, | have to
pee. Can we stop?"

The unicorn slowed and halted. Flach slid off her back. She assunmed human
form "Wiy didn't you see to that before we started?" she asked, with tinel ess
annoyance.

"Didn't have to go, then," he said, walking to a head-high patch of bushes.

She returned to equine formand made a snort of resignation. She took the
opportunity to graze the lush grass here, keeping an eye out for any danger

Fl ach wedged his way into the bush, reached for his trousers, |ooked back, and
sang a spot spell:

Privacy
Wiile | pee

The air clouded around him so that his body was hidden. In the privacy of
that cloud he did open his trousers and urinate. But he also used his free
hand to work sonething out of the lining of his trousers, and set it in his

j acket pocket where he could readily put his hand on it. It was a figure |like
a doll that |ooked just like him conplete to the outfit he normally wore for



traveling: blue jacket, blue trousers, and blue socks and shoes.

H s tasks conpl eted, he stepped out of the bushes, and the fog surroundi ng him
di ssipated. He returned to Neysa. She wal ked to a nearby |log, so that he could
climb up on it and nount her fromthat height. Then they resunmed their

journey. There was nothing to indicate that a significant action had been
started.

Grandpa Stile had coached himcarefully on this. Anything he wi shed known he
could do openly, and anything he wi shed to keep secret he had to cover in sone
way. So he had brought out the anulet doll under cover of the privacy spell
and he communed with Nepe only when Mach and Bane were comuni ng across the
frames, and he did secret magic only when sone sinilar magi c was being done in
the region. That way, Stile had explained, the traces were covered. Hi s best
protecti on was secrecy, so that no one suspected what he could do. It had been
a gane, and fun; now it was serious.

He was about to go into hiding. Stile had told himhow, and Neysa would help
him but he had to go where neither of them knew, and remain hidden until he
was big and strong and tal ented enough to survive al one. He knew that woul d be
a long tinme, so he concentrated on doing the best job of hiding he possibly
coul d.

"Granddam " he said after a suitable interval had el apsed, so that there would
seemto be no connection with her note of information or his pause for nature.

"I"'mbored with this sane old route. Can we go by the wolves and 'corns?"
Neysa bl ew a note of caution

"Ch, | don't mean to stay long, just to pass by and say hi." He sml ed,
because his rhyne caused a little atnospheric effect; it thought he was doi ng
magic. "It won't take |ong, honest, and besides, you can see your friends too.
|'ve never net the Pack you know so well."

Neysa made a derisive trill on her harnonica horn, knowi ng he was wheedl i ng,

but she turned south. The truth was he coul d wheedl e nuch fromher, for he
was-of her flesh. She had never forgiven his damFleta for nating with the
gol em Mach, but she | oved Flach, and the affection she could not show her
filly she showed hi minstead. However, that was nerely the pretext; right now
she woul d do his bidding no matter what it was, because she was hel ping him
hi de.

He coul d have assunmed unicorn formand run with her, but unicorns matured no
faster than human fol k did, and he woul d never have been able to keep her
pace. So he remained in human formand let her carry himand protect him and
it was good. Under Stile's guidance he had nastered two nore forns, but
conceal ed them this would be the first tine he used either out in the open
That made hi m nervous, but he quelled it as well as he could, because he knew
that if he nmessed up, there would be nore trouble than he could inmagine, for
himand G andpa Stile and all the Adepts who sided with him

Abruptly he felt the contact of Mach and Bane across the frames. They were
orienting on each other, so as to overlap in space, so that they could
exchange. They usually conversed for a tinme first, setting things straight
bet ween them

Fl ach knew what to do. Nepe! he called in thought.

After a noment she responded. | hear you, Flach. | was specting you, 'cause
they're transfring.



It be tine to hide! he thought. Be thou ready?
Better be! she responded. Then: Ch, Flach, |I'm afraid!
Me too! But Neysa told me, and needs must we do it.

W've got to do it, she agreed. Now he felt the fear in her, washing across
the contact between the franes.

Needs nust be we brave, he thought.
Do you have sone bravry for ne?

He had to smile, though he was taut with the reality of what they were about
to do. Here be sone o' mne, Nepe! And he sent her a wash of enotion, as
positive as he coul d manage.

Ch, thank you, brother self! she thought back. It really seened to have
hel ped.

He could tell by the feel that their fathers were about to break off
conmuni cati on and nmake their exchange of identities. Till -we mind again,
sister self! he thought.

Till we mnd again!

Then they broke, for it was not safe to push the limts, and they had covered
t he essence. Nepe's presence faded fromhis nind, and he felt a swell of

| onel i ness, as he always did. She was his other self, closer than any other
person in either frame, and he felt whole when he was in touch with her, and
enpty when they separated. That was the way it always was.

But now he had to concentrate on his own situation. There were things he had
to do, and do right. He could not afford to be concerned about his |ost other
self. Not right now

As he rode, he risked one minor bit of magic: he nade a spell to nodify his
snell. He had figured this aspect out for hinmself and was rather proud of it;
this spell should go unnoticed because it was so inconsequential and seem ngly
pointl ess. But he had his reason. It would wear off within the hour, but that
shoul d be enough

Neysa was traveling rapidly, as only a unicorn could, and soon enough reached
the Were Denesnes. Two wol ves charged out to intercept her, growing; then

t hey recogni zed her and becane an escort instead. Neysa was the friend of
every member of this Pack, because of a spell Stile had wought |ong ago. The
younger wol ves were not bound directly by it, because they had been whel ped
after it, but their sires and bitches had inpressed the situation on them

I ndeed, the entire lasting truce between Pack and Herd had dated fromthat
Cath of Friendship Stile had made. They had doubted his status as Adept before
t hen; none had doubted it since. Flach wi shed he coul d have seen those great
ol d events happening, for he was sure there would never be any to match them
in his lifetine. For one thing, the raw power of magic was only half what it
once had been, though that rmade no difference in Phaze because all Adepts had
been depl eted equally, and other creatures never had used magic of ful
potency. Probably if Grandpa Stile nmade a simlar oath today, it would affect
only half the Pack and Herd, or maybe only half as strongly, but who would
know t he difference?



The escort wolves guided themto the current haunt of the Pack, and old
Kurrel gyre cane out to greet Neysa. The wolf was white around the rmuzzle, but
still strong; his time to be torn apart by the Pack was not yet. Not quite
yet. His tinme woul d have passed before now, but Stile had seen to his
conti nui ng strength.

Neysa played a greeting on her horn, indicating that this was only a passing
visit. Several of the older bitches canme up to sniff noses with her
renenmbering old tines. Flach waved to several of the cubs; they were after al
about his age. But they did not know him and did not respond.

Then Neysa resumed her travel, and Flach was satisfied. He now knew t he
| ocation and | ayout of the Pack's Demesnes.

Neysa made a note of alertness. Flach | ooked up. In a noment he spied what her
sharper senses had noted: a formation of three bats crossing their path. He
knew t hat these were young ones, traveling fromone Flock to another. This was
t he season of exchangi ng, when young bats, unicorns, wolves, ogres, harpies
and others joined new tribes, so that they could grow up and nate wi t hout

i nbreedi ng. Even some human villages did it; it was a convenient way to keep

t hi ngs m xed w t hout disruption

Stile, he realized, had chosen this time for action because of this; it would
be al nbst inpossible to trace all the exchanges that occurred at this tine. At
other times, a new addition to any group was a natter of comunity interest;
often it was because of sone stress resulting in a bani shment el sewhere.

Soon Neysa pl ayed another note. This tine it was a single dragon circling
ahead. What was it after? "Maybe we shoul d check,"” he said.

She sounded a note of negation, because it was dangerous even for a unicorn to
cross a dragon. She intended to carry himsafely, not into adventurel

"But if it be young ones traveling— he persisted.

W thout comment she veered to go toward the dragon, and broke into a gallop
She realized now that he had reason for this involvenment, and had to
cooper at e.

"Maybe if we look first— he said.

She |iked that better. She halted, and he di smounted, putting his hand on the
doll-amulet in his pocket. She changed to firefly form, while he, tinmng it
preci sely, changed to batform The doll he held becane a |ife-sized replica of
hinsel f. Instead of himholding the little figure in his hand, now the big
figure was holding the bat inits hand. Only a cl ose observer woul d have

noti ced any change.

Neysa the firefly flew ahead. The gol em wal ked to the shelter of a | eaning
many- spoked spruce tree, so as to keep out of sight while unprotected. It put
the bat into its pocket w thout |ooking at it.

At the tree, shrouded by the radiating branches, the golem halted. Flach
clinmbed out of the pocket and transferred to a spoke-branch just above it. He
crawm ed along it, blending in with its rough bark. He circled the trunk and
craw ed out along a large branch on the far side. This encountered a bush, and
he dropped into the bush. He worked his way through the | eaves to the high
grass bel ow, and scurried through the grass until he found the base of another
large tree, an oak. He clinbed that trunk, up to where it bifurcated.



Finally he took wing fromthe height of a far branch. For a nonent he was
unst eady, for he had not flown often, and the sonic method of navigation was
not natural to him But he used his eyes as well, and gained proficiency.

Now he flew in the direction Neysa had gone, staying |low so as to be sheltered
fromview by the trees. He never | ooked at the golemagain; it would function
as it had been nade to do when activated, just like a boy. It even had his
texture, weight and snell; Neysa m ght never notice the difference, until at
some point it would fail to react in a living manner. There was only so nmuch a
gol em coul d do; such things were not very bright. But whenever Neysa did
notice, she would not let on; she knew this would happen sonewhere along this
journey. She would deliver the golemsafely to Grandpa Stile, who would greet
it exactly as if it were Flach hinself, preserving the secret. So would
Grandma Lady Blue. Wth luck, no one el se woul d know of the exchange, until it
was far too late to do anything about it.

Now he saw the dragon. It was com ng down! He swooped forward, eager to
di scover what manner of prey it sought.

This turned out to be a group of four werewol f pups and a grown wol f guidi ng
and protecting them But they had foolishly strayed into an open section while
t he dragon was near, and now it was diving, talons outstretched, using its
fire toignite the dry grass ahead of the wolves so that they could not flee.
The mature one knew enough to dodge back as the dragon pounced, causing it to
m ss, but the inexperienced pups were pani cking.

The dragon veered to catch one. It yiped—and at that nmonent Neysa appeared,
changi ng from her unnoticeable firefly form She was in full notion, her horn
oriented on the dragon's posterior. Now it was the dragon who seened foolish;
it had not been alert for a surprise like this! It dropped the pup and sl ewed
to the side, barely avoiding the horn.

In a noment it regained its equilibriumand oriented on Neysa. But she
retreated to the shelter of another great bull spruce, while the rescued pup
scranbl ed for cover. The dragon could attack her, but could not conme cl ose
enough to be effective; if it risked the vicinity of the spruce, Neysa could
charge within the tree's cover and perhaps score with her horn. Meanwhile, the
prey was gone.

Ragi ng, the dragon retreated. It could not afford to expend its fire

usel essly; better to seek other prey. It ascended and fl ew away, pausing only
to vent a giant dropping. The dropping splatted against the tree, causing the
bark to scorch and steam but Neysa had al ready noved behind it and was not
sul l'i ed.

The wol f cane forward to sniff noses with Neysa. Now Fl ach realized that these
cubs were fromKurrel gyre's Pack! Naturally Neysa hel ped them and the wol f
recogni zed her and thanked her; they were oath-friends. Thanks to her, all of
the cubs woul d reach the other Pack

Fl ach flew away, avoiding contact with any of them He had changed form

wi t hout being noticed; it was inportant that he preserve that privacy. Neysa
woul d return to the golemand it woul d nount her and the two woul d proceed to
her brother dip's Herd, and thence north to the Bl ue Denesnes. \Wen ot hers
realized that Flach hinmself had not arrived there, they would check both the
Pack and the Herd Neysa had passed, and find nothing, for he had exchanged
identities at neither. So far, his escape was perfect.

He fl ew roughly northeast, toward the vanpire Flock nearest the Red Denesnes.
He knew the bats there, and he liked pretty Suchevane, who had babysitted him



on occasi on while Mach or Bane was busy. The Red Adept was Suchevane's
husband, and their son Al was Flach's friend. It was from Al he had | earned
how to fly as a bat; Al had covered for himduring the difficult early
practicing. Al was unique: a vanpire troll, who could make magic anulets. If
Fl ach were di scovered, the Red Adept would be able to help him

But not |ong before this break had conme, he had had sober second thoughts.
Oiginally it had seened that the Adepts woul d check only the Pack and Herd

al ong his route, and never suspect that he had assumed a new form and gone

el sewhere. But then he had realized that they could be smarter than that, and
if they managed to pick up his change to batform they could readily track him
to the Flock. That neant that the Flock could not be risked. So now he was
only seeming to go there; when he could deviate fromthis route w thout being
observed, he would do so.

He had an alternate destination in mnd. The place they m ght never suspect,
because they would check it first and elimnate it, and never think to check
it again. Kurrelgyre's Pack. He had not exchanged forns there, but he would
cone there in another guise, with a different snell. That was why he had
masked his smell as they passed. He hoped this was as clever a nove as it had
seened when he first thought it out; now he was profoundly uncertain. He was
after all only (bur years old; he knew he was extraordinarily bright for his
age, but there was a ot he had yet to learn. Yet this was his comitted
course; he feared he would get in trouble if he changed his mnd now

In this batformhe could hear very well, but mainly in the range he needed for
echo | ocation. He could see, but not as well as he could in boy form He could
snel | satisfactorily, and now he used this sense to do what he needed to do.

If he had figured this correctly, there should be—yes, there was one: the
snell of a wolf trail

He landed in a tree near the trail. This was not the one the three outgoing
cubs had used. This one came fromfarther north, and the snell of it was
stale. It should do.

He settled down to wait. He was tired fromhis brief flight, for his bat w ng
nmuscl es were not well devel oped. He might have a long wait.

He did. He slept, then foraged nearby for berries. Vanmpire bats in Phaze did
not eat a lot of blood; that was for special occasions. Fruits and insects did
nicely for the nost part, and in the human formthey ate what human fol k did.

I ndeed, they were conpletely human in that guise, which was one reason he had
t hought to hide anbng them However, they were not the only half-human

speci es.

He hung upside down from a shrouded branch and sl ept again. N ght came, and he
wanted to forage, for bats were nore confortable in the dark, but he didn't
dare; he had to be by this path when the wol ves cane.

Where was Granddam Neysa now? Surely nost of the way to her brother's herd.
She woul d probably turn the gol em over to another unicorn while she grazed—ro,
she surely would know by now that it was a golem so would not pause there,

| est others discover that. She would dally only briefly, then nmove on, not
really resting or eating until she reached the Blue Demesnes. Flach felt
honesi ck, m ssing her conpany, and that of Stile and the Lady Blue. He m ssed
his dam Fleta too, and was painfully sorry he had had to deceive her; he knew
she woul d be di straught by his di sappearance, when she | earned of it. She
woul d be horrified that he had gone alone into the w |l derness, and she woul d
fear he was dead. If he changed to human form he knew he would cry. But he
did not, because the magic of such a change could be noted, and that could



give himaway. He had to wait until it was tinme, and then change only when it
could be covered by another creature's magic.

Al'l next day he waited, and all next night. The |oneliness was al npst
overwhel mi ng. He thought of Nepe, and wondered whet her she had escaped. He
t hought she nust have, because there had been no further comuni on between
Mach and Bane. OF course, Mach might be trying to reach Bane, and Bane
woul dn't know unl ess he came to their rendezvous, so maybe it didn't prove
anything. The two had to overlap, physically, each standing in the sane
geographi c spot of their franes; that was why they al ways exchanged at the
same place, near the Red Denesnes. Flach and Nepe coul d contact each other
from anywhere; he wasn't sure why they were different fromtheir fathers, or
why no one else could do it, but he thought it had to do with their m xed
ancestry.

He kept reminding hinmself that his isolation was a good sign, because it neant
that no one had discovered his di sappearance, or if they had, they had no idea
where to find him The critical period, as G andpa Stile had inpressed on him
was the first week. That was when his absence woul d be di scovered, and when
the search would be nost intense. After that the risk would dimnish, though
he coul d never afford to get careless.

Late in the afternoon of the second day, he jolted awake. They were coning
Down the trail fromthe northwest: wolves!

This was his next critical step. He could lose it all here. If anything went
W ong—

The first wolf pup cane into view Flach et go of the branch, dropped, spread
hi s wi ngs, and | ooped back up. He hovered before the nose of the pup, who
abruptly halted, surprised.

Two ot her pups cane up, and then the bitch who was gui ding and guarding them
They stared at the erratically behaving bat. The bitch snapped at it, but

Fl ach hovered just out of reach. He | ooped about, remining ahead of them
preventing them from proceeding. Every tinme the bitch tried to drive himoff,
he cane back again.

Finally she had had enough. She changed to human form garbed in furs, ready
to take a stick to himif she had to. That was what he wanted. Sinultaneously
he changed to pup form

Instantly she was back in bitch form growing. Flach whinpered, his little
tail between his | egs. She advanced on him teeth bared. He rolled over on the
trail, exposing his belly. She hesitated, then sniffed him He lay there, not
having to feign terror

Finally she resuned wonan form She was of advancing age, garbed in furs, and
she carried a knife. This she pointed at Flach. "Assume this form strange
creature!" she snapped. "I be Duzyfilan, and | would talk with thee."

Now Fl ach reverted to his natural form Ilying on his back on the ground.
"Pl ease, good bitch, hurt nme not," he pleaded. "I cone to beg thy protection."

"Who and what be thou?" she asked sharply.
"I must be nanel ess, lest | be dooned," he said, sitting up

She studied him noting his blue outfit. Any werewol f understood the
significance of that. "Methinks thou dost be doomed anyway," she said.



"Knowest thou not that we tolerate the likes o' thee only for the sake o' the
truce?"

"I have changed sides," he said. "I nust hide, lest those thou knowest catch

ne."

Duzyfilan considered. "WIIst nake oath on that?"

"Aye." And from himcanme a faint splash, that rippled the blades of grass and
colored the air nonmentarily.

"Then must we help thee," she decided. "No other nmust know thine origin. A
secret spread about be no secret long."

"I seek only to join thy conpany,” he said. "And to join the Pack, and be as
weres be."

"Thou hast no pup nane?"
"Nay. "

"A pup be naned first by the bitch who bears him" she said. "Canst thou
accept ne in lieu, since | be first to receive thee in this guise?"

"Aye," he said gratefully.
"Then | nanme thee Ba, after what | saw o' thee that thou nmust ne'er again be,
an thou be called one o our kind."

"Ba," he repeated. She had seen himas a bat, so she took fromthat, as was
t he werewol f way

"And these three pups nmust ne'er tell o' what they saw o' this," Duzyfilan
continued briskly. "Mist each exchange oath-friendship with thee, to keep the
secret."

"Aye, an thou sayest so," Flach agreed.

"Turn wol f," she said.
Fl ach resumed wol f-pup form

Duzyfil an beckoned to the male pup. The wol fling padded dutifully forward to
sni ff noses.

"Do these two o' ye, Ba and Fo, make Cath o' Friendship, each ne'er to betray
the welfare o' the other, in the wolven way?"

Both growl ed aye, and the splash manifested. Anbng adults the nagic splash of
absolute truth was sel dom seen, but anobng the young, who were | ess jaded by
experience, it was conmon enough

The bitch beckoned a female pup. "Do these two o' ye, Ba and Si, nake Cath o
Friendship, each ne'er to betray the welfare o' the other, in the wolven way?"

Agai n both growl ed affirmation, and again there was the splash and ripple.

She summoned the second female. "Do these two o' ye, Ba and Te, make Gath o'
Friendship, each ne'er to betray the welfare o' the other, in the wolven way?"



Athird time they grow ed agreement, and the splash manifested.

"Now may ye exchange what confidences ye choose, and ne'er fear betrayal, an
ye be mi ndful who el se m ght overhear," Duzyfilan said. "But concern nme not
withit, for it be not nmy business. W canp ahead; we shall travel not this
night." She resuned bitch form

So it was that Flach joined the formation of pups, falling in line between the
two fenal es. They padded on along the trail, first Fo, then Si, then Flach as
Ba, then Te, with the bitch follow ng watchfully. This was because troubl e was
far nore likely to come from behind than ahead, and she could nmeet it there.
But if trouble did appear ahead, the pups could pause, and she would quickly
advance on it, as she had when Fl ach appeared.

They came to a place the bitch deemed suitable for camping. She sniffed it

t horoughly, then had themcraw under a thick thorny bush and nestle together
out of sight of the trail. "Needs nust | hunt," she announced. "An danger
cone, hide; an it sniff ye out, bay for me. An | came not in tine, scatter."
Then she was gone.

They were packed in nose-to-tail, but in a nmoment Fo and Te nade room on
either side, and Si assumed human form beside Fl ach. "Change, oath-friend,"
she told himin a low tone. "W would learn o' thee."

Fl ach changed, finding hinself janmed agai nst her, because their human forns
were |larger than their pup fornms. She was a girl of about his size, which
meant al so his age, because the werewol ves matured at the rate of their slow
conponent, the human one. It was now too dark for himto see her, but he felt
her human nmane, soft and fluffy as her fur, and the snug clothing she wore in
human form

"What woul dst thou learn o' ne?" he asked, speaking no | ouder than she. He
realized that she had been chosen, or had chosen herself, to interrogate him
the other two were listening with their superior ears.

"W saw thee shift frombat to wolf. Ne'er have we known o' a were also a bat.
Be thou a crossbreed?"

"W be oath-friends now," he reminded them "An | tell ye three, you nust tel
not other."

"Aye," Si agreed, and the two others growl ed assent. "I be descended o' the
bitch Serrilryan, who gave her life that the Adept Cef night cone to Phaze.
An | tell thee aye, | honor aye."

He had heard of the Adept Cef, the one who played the fanmed Pl ati num Fl ut e.

Si had inpressive ancestry, and surely could be trusted. "I be grandchild o'
Adept Stile, and o' Neysa Unicorn. | be thus 'corn with nore forms, and little
Adept . "

There was a concerted reaction. "No true wolf?" the little bitch asked.
"I be wolf now," he said. "But also other."

"Thou willst fight for us, an we do for thee?"

"Aye."

"And do magic for we three al one?"



"Nay. An | do magic other than were form changing, they will know, and seek ne
out. I may not be other than werewolf, till it be safe."

Si made a little sigh of disappointment. "This be | ess fun than we hoped."

Flach felt the need to repay themfor the fun they had antici pated, because
their Gaths of Friendship bound themto far greater risk than they would
ot herwi se have known. "I can tell you o' the other frame," he offered.

"Thou dost know o' it?" Si asked, excited. "How so?"

"I commune with my self-sister Nepe in Proton," he explained. "She tells ne o
her frame, and | tell her o' mne. But we can conmune only when our sires
conmune, so the trace o' our magic be covered by theirs."

"Then how canst thou know when?" Si asked, intrigued.

"We feel it. Qur sires nust align in place to commune, but we need that not.
W tal k when they do, and only then. Last tinme, did | tell her to hide."

"She has to hide too?" Si asked, awed.

"Aye. 'Cause an they catch one of us, they will make that one tell where the
ot her be, and catch both. So we both nust hide, and ne'er get caught." He
found that it eased his void sonewhat to tell of this.

"But why didst thou not stay with thy Pack?"
" ' Cause the Adverse Adepts be wong. Grandpa Stile and Granddam Neysa told ne
that, and showed ne how it be so, and | believe it. So needs must | change

si des—but we knew the Adepts would let me not. It be the same for Nepe in
"Proton. So we had to plan, and practice, and hide before the Adepts and
Citizens started using us. An they knew that Nepe and | can think to each
other, and do it better than our sires can, they would ne'er let us go."

"So you join the Pack with us?" Si asked.

"Aye. Only it nmust be known not, 'cause the Pack can stand not against the
Adepts. There would be awful trouble, G andpa says, an they found any Pack or
Herd or Flock sheltering ne."

Si pondered. "I wi sh we had known this before we swore oath-friendship with
thee. ™

"Why?" he asked. "Wuld ye three have nmade not the oat h?"

She concentrated for a time before answering. "Mark thee, we be but young
pups, and ill grasp adult concepts. But we feel the truth o' them howe'er
poorly we say them So | say to thee we nade the oath thinking thou wast only
an odd were-creature. W would have made it knowi ng we be truly hel ping the
cause o' all the good creatures o' Phaze. Does that nmake sense to thee?"

"You woul d have made it anyway?" he asked, surprised.
"Aye," Si said, and the others growl ed assent. "All wolves be ready to fight
and die for their Pack and their friends and their way of life, but it neans

nore an they know when they be doing it."

Fl ach was abruptly overwhel ned. "Do wol ves cry?" he asked.



"Aye, when they be in human form™

"Good. 'Cause | be going to cry."

"Why?" she asked, dismayed. "Did | say it wong?"
"Nay, thou didst say it perfectly."

"Have we treated thee not Kkindly?"

"It be 'cause ye three have treated ne nore kindly than | feared," he said,
the tears starting. "I bring great danger to you, yet you support ne."

"It be the way o' the Pack," she said. "We three be traveling to join a new
Pack, and we know the way o' it, but we know also how hard it be to do. W
wel cone thee as we woul d have our new Pack wel cone us."

"I will try to nake you glad o' that," Flach said, as the tears flowed nore
copi ousl y.

Si did not speak again. She put her hands to his face, and turned it toward
her, and ki ssed hi m passionately. He realized that her face was wet too, wth
her own tears. She was kissing himfor the three of them for they had
accepted himas they knew himto be. He was profoundly grateful, and sonewhat
in love, as of that nonent.

After a suitable interval, they returned to wolf form and slept, the four of
them confortably nestled together against the chill of the night. Their noses
poi nted outward in four directions, so that any warning carried by the w nd
woul d receive pronpt attention

In the period before dawn, Duzyfilan returned with her kill: a giant rabbit.
They woke at her summoning growl, and scranbled out to join her. The light of
two noons shone down, showi ng the delicious carcass. In a nonent each was
haul i ng and chewing at a leg, while the bitch maintai ned guard.

Fl ach had never had a neal of this type before, and was at first alarned. But
he emul at ed hi s conpani ons, and di scovered that cooling raw fl esh was
delicious as well as being a challenge. As long as he was in wolf form By the
ti me dawn canme, he was stuffed on rabbit, and felt wonderful.

They slept again, for it was not good to run on a full belly. It was al nost
noon before they resuned travel. But the bitch knew what she was doing, for
she had, it turned out, spied an Adept in the vicinity, and elected to lay | ow
until the Adept was gone.

At dusk they reached Kurrel gyre's Pack. Duzyfilan sniffed noses with the

| eader, and brought up the four pups, saying nothing. Kurrelgyre sniffed each
in turn, grow ed his approval, and sunmoned his own chief bitch. She took the
four to her den. They were cowed and quiet, but knew the worst was over: they
had been accepted. They never saw Duzyfilan go; she had been no nore than a
courier, and for reasons of her own she did not stay to socialize.

They were given two days to acclimatize to the new Pack. Then Kurrel gyre
brought them up before the assenbl ed wol ves and gave them each their second
syllable, in the manner of the wolven kind. This was their formal mark of
accept ance; henceforth they would be menbers of the Pack in all the ways of
pups of their generation, except that they would be free to make permanent
liaisons with other Pack nmenmbers when they matured. They and the ot her pups
from ot her Packs represented this year's New Bl ood: a place of customrather



t han honor. Honor they woul d have to achieve for thenselves, in due course.

So it was that they became Forel, Sirel, Terel and Barel: because they had
been | ucky enough to be adopted by the | eader's den. They would strive
henceforth to do that den honor. It was even possible that one of them m ght

have t he supreme honor, when grown, of killing Kurrelgyre. Wth peace, but
t hreatened war, the Packs were increasing in size, anticipating future | osses,
so that it was no longer required that a young wolf kill his sire in order to

assune adult status. But when a sire becane infirm it remained the duty of
one of his offspring to dispatch himcleanly. However, that was a long tine
distant, and it was quite possible that Kurrelgyre would die in battle before
t hen.

No one recogni zed Barel as the boy whom Neysa had carried by a few days

bef ore, because when he went to boy form he assuned an altered appearance with
wol ven clothing, and his snmell was not the one they had encountered. M nions
of the Adverse Adepts did pass, searching for someone, but it was evident that
only werewol ves were here. Kurrel gyre of course had not been told Flach's
identity, and if he suspected, he did not care to give it away. Certainly not
to the Adverse Adepts

It seened that Flach had nmade a successful escape. But only tine would tell
Meanwhi | e, he worked hard to becone the best were pup he could be, and he did
no ot her magi c or shape changes than those of the wolven kind. The focus of

t he war between the good and bad Adepts had to nove el sewhere.

Only his den mates, his oath-friends, knew of the pain he felt because of his
isolation fromhis true parents. They felt it too, but not in the sanme way,
for they had not also separated fromtheir native culture. They remained with
him and stood by him so that it was remarked with approval among the Pack
how unusual Iy cl ose these four were.

4
Bl ue

Agnes answered the call. In a nonent she cane to inform G tizen Blue. She was
getting old and gray, as she had been no young thing when he had hired her
from of f pl anet four years before, but she had quickly become his nost reliable
and trusted servant. Indeed, she was nore like a friend, despite being an
alien creature. She nornmally remained well in the background, so that few
visitors noticed her at all. "It is for you, sir."

"Who is it, Nessie?" he inquired, though he had an excellent notion

"Citizen Tan, sir.

He nodded. He gestured to the screen in this room giving it leave to |ight,
as Agnes di sappear ed.

Sure enough, it was G tizen Tan. "Your grandchild has disappeared,” Tan said
abruptly. "You know sonet hing of this."

"Now how could I know about that?" Blue inquired. "lIsn't she in your canp's
char ge?"

"You put her up to it!"

"Did 1? That nmust have been very naughty of ne."



"I'f you shelter her as a runaway, you will be in violation of the truce."
"I wouldn't think of it. Tan."
"W shall recover her! And when we do—

Bl ue frowned. "Are you suggesting that you would mstreat a child? | would not
care to see that, for | fear it would prejudice your relationship with the
child' s parents, who m ght becone uncooperative." This was of course a cutting
under st at enent; Bane—and Mach, too—woul d not tol erate any threat agai nst Nepe;
she was unt ouchabl e.

"You're so dammed srug!" Tan excl ai med. "But she can't remrai n hidden | ong.
W' || scour the planet for her, and if we discover any conplicity at all on
your part—

"Now why should I want to prevent ny granddaughter from maki ng her schedul ed
visit to me? You know how | delight in her conpany. |ndeed, this smacks of
some device on your part, to keep her fromme. Should I |odge a conpl aint?"

Citizen Tan faded out, scow ing.

Agnes reappeared. "She will be all right, sir?"
"I amsure of it, Nessie. You trained her, after all. Who el se coul d have done
it better?"

"But she is only four of your years old!"
"And perhaps the brightest child on the planet."
She nodded, fading back again.

Now Bl ue placed a call of his own, to Citizen Purple. The fat Adept scow ed,
but had to listen.

"W have operated under a truce," Blue said. "W agreed not to harass each
other directly, your side and mine, and your side has access to the Oracle
during the time | amvisited by my granddaughter. However, | have not received
nmy scheduled visit this tine. This represents a violation on your part."

"We're | ooking for her!" Purple snapped.

"I am sure you are. \Wen you find her, and deliver her to ne, | shall see that
my part of the agreement is honored. Until then, you will be denied access to
the Oacle.”

Purpl e's mouth opened, but Blue cut the connection before the foul |anguage
got through. He had just dropped the other shoe.

Sheen entered. "You are not being nice, dear," she remarked. She was naked in
the serf style, slender and graceful, despite being nominally his age. But her
hair betrayed her years, with sone gray strands anong the brown, and her
breasts rode | ower than they once had. Yet even these were not true

i ndicators, for they were crafted. She was a robot, agel ess unless restyl ed.

"What woul d a machi ne know about niceness?" he retorted, smling.

"Certainly not a great deal from association.”



He grabbed her and ki ssed her. "How | ong have we been narried? Two and a hal f
year s?"

"You may have slipped a decimal, sir.
"I get that from association.”
"l doubt it."

He held her a noment nore. "Thou dost still so nuch resenmble the netal naid
met and | oved, when | returned to life." He reverted to his native pattern of
speech only in tines of enotion, or for effect.

"I amthe sane!" she protested. "Crafted to please your other self, shaped to
his taste."

"And to mine," he agreed. "I |oved one before thee, but she came to | ove ne
less, and so | left her—and found thee. Thy |ove never flagged."

"Because you never changed my program If you want me to have anot her
personal i ty—=

"Tease ne not! In ny life nmust needs there be one thing constant, and that be
thee and thy program" He squeezed her close, and ki ssed her again.

"Careful, Blue," she murmured in his ear. "You are getting aroused before
schedul e. "

"Trust thee to renenber that!" he exclained, for it was true.

He rel eased her and faced the exit panel. "Mistn't keep ny audi ence waiting,"
he said, reverting to the Proton node of speech

"Play thy role well, ny love," she said.

He smiled. She normally used Phaze | anguage only to tease him but this tine
he knew it was nore than that. "Fear thou not, O Lady Sheen. | shall play them
a gane that shall keep themrapt." Then he stepped out.

For this was the point of this exercise. He had trained his grandchild Nepe
carefully, as Stile had trained Flach in Phaze. He knew about this because the
two children were able to conmunicate with each other: a secret only Stile and
Blue and their |adies (Agnes included) had known until this point. Now Stile
had given the signal for the children to hide, and Blue had to trust his other
self's judgnent. He did not know where Nepe had gone, but he did know she
woul d need about twenty-four hours to secure her situation. It was now his job
to provide her that period. The future of this ploy, and likely the planet,
depended on his success in creating an effective diversion

Now we shall play a gane, he thought as he enmerged into the hall. A gane of
hi gh stakes! He knew that every word he spoke and every action he took woul d
be noted, outside the protection of his Citizen's sanctuary. The Contrary
Citizens believed he had sonme complicity in Nepe's di sappearance, as indeed he
had. He had made his provocative calls to ensure that belief. Now he was going
out, and they should believe that he was going to contact his granddaughter

If they were assured of that, they would put all their resources into watching
him instead of into the nore routine but effective effort of a cordon and
pattern search for her. It was a ploy so obvious that only a fool should fal
for it—and he hoped to make a fool of the enenmy Citizens.



He wal ked around the halls as if nmerely exercising—er naking sure he was
unobserved. O course there should be no way to shake the hi dden observation
of the eneny; he depended on that. If they lost him they m ght by default get
nmovi ng on the pattern search, expensive and disruptive, as that would be. He
was of fering thema seem ngly nuch easier route.

After he was satisfied that he was al one, he approached a Citizen portal and
sumoned his transport. This was a box sonewhat |ike an ancient el evator, that
travel ed t hrough channel s unavailable to serfs. The sides consisted of

hol ographs of Phaze, so that it |ooked as if he were in a glass cage sw ngi ng
al ong over the Phaze surface. He | oved Phaze, of course, and w shed he could
revisit it; but he loved this technol ogical frame nore. To him the ways of
magi c were famliar and frankly sonewhat dull, while the ways of science were,
even after a quarter century, novel and exciting. Wth nagic, each spell could
be i nvoked only once; with science there was no limt. And Sheen was a
creature of science. He had been fascinated by her fromthe outset, know ng
her nature; she represented in one package all the wonders of this frame. To
the locals, the notion of a living man I oving a robot was | udi crous—but Bl ue
was not a local, he was an immgrant froma foreign frame. Sheen was
beautiful, she was conscious, she was feeling, she was |oving. Science had
fashi oned the whol e of her, and that was nuch of her allure. She had | oved
Stile, and lost himto the Lady Blue; but she had been ready to accept Stile's
alternate self instead, and that had been the key. A living woman woul d not
have done it, but the robot |acked the particul ar consci ousness of self that
counted here. Blue had Stile's body and Stile's nature; he was Stile's other
sel f. Sheen was programmed to |love the first two, and though she knew of the
third, her progranming did not find it significant. She had, in effect. Stile
under anot her nane.

The carriage halted, and Blue stepped out into a crowded hal | way. Naked serfs
were wal king in both directions; they took no overt note of the vol um nously
cl oaked Citizen suddenly in their midst, but all were careful to | eave a clear
aisle for him That was the way of it; any serf ignored any G tizen, unless
the Citizen spoke to him Then that serf obeyed the Citizen inplicitly.

He was at the entrance to the android | aboratory. Each Done City had its own
robot, android and cyborg | abs, where units were custom designed for
particul ar purposes or individual G tizens. Sheen had originated in the robot

| ab, a standard fenale format with a then-new and sophi sticated program for
the enul ati on of enotion. But because she was of the self-wlled machine
variety, that sinulation was virtually indistinguishable fromthe reality
experienced by living creatures. Stile had discussed this with her, and becone
satisfied that her progranmred feeling was as valid as his unprogranmed
feeling, for his feelings were the result of his nature and experience.

Per haps that had started himon the route to the acceptance of the self-willed
machi nes as legitimte social entities: people.

Bl ue had carried that concept further, setting up the experimental comunity
t hat gave equal status to humans and four other categories in their human
forms: androids, self-willed robots, cyborgs and aliens. This was in part his
payoff to the self-willed nachi nes who had hel ped hi msurvive the nmalice of
Citizens, when he had been a serf. But it was also sinple cultural justice.
The other entities had sinmilar abilities and sensitivities, and desired
simlar justice. Blue's experinental conmunity had denmponstrated the
feasibility of the integration of these five categories as equals. He had

pl aced his own robot son Mach into this community, with greater success than
antici pated. Wio coul d have suspected that Mach woul d exchange mnds with his
other self in Phaze, and set off a chain of events that threatened to overturn
all that Blue had acconplished here!



Still, this had also resulted in the appearance of Stile's son Bane in Proton
and his association with the alien female Agape, and their intricately crafted
child Nepe. Now Nepe was hel ping Blue to hold his position as noni nal |eader
of the Citizens. As long as he controlled nore wealth than his opponents did,
his policies governed; when the bal ance of wealth shifted, theirs would
govern. They would not be able to undo a quarter century of reforms in a day,
but certainly the effect would be deleterious to individual rights. The
Contrary Citizens preferred things as they had been before Stile started the
great change: unbridl ed wealth and power to the ruling class, and human serfs
dedicated to serving the will of the Citizens. It was in its way a classic

| i beral -conservative struggle.

He entered the |l aboratory. "At ease," a serf nurnured, advising all enployees
that a Citizen was present.

Bl ue wal ked through the |inked chanbers of the lab, inspecting the android
production Iine. At the beginning was the tank of "soup"—the living
pseudofl esh from which the creatures were forned. A human bei hg was concei ved
and birthed and grown to adult status, and eventually died. An android being
was fashioned conplete at one tine, and educated rapidly; thereafter it lived
and functioned and died in the human manner. Unfortunately, androids tended to
be stupid; there seemed to be no proper substitute for nature's way, when it
cane to intelligence. Blue's experinmental community had turned out the

smart est androids yet, by making themsmall and letting themgrow and |learn in
the human manner. But this was an inefficient way to do it; for nost purposes,
an instant stupid android, trained to a special task, was far nore cost
effective than a smart one who was years in devel opnment. Mst, of course, were
not even humanoi d; they were shaped for nyriad tasks that were beneath the
noti ce of humans, including cleanup of the grounds beyond the done.

The intense pollution tended to corrode robots, and was unbreathable for
humans, but androids could be crafted who breathed it, needing no speci al
suits.

However, Blue's purpose in visiting this lab had nothing to do with the

manuf acture of androids. He had cone here because this was the nost likely
hiding place for little Nepe. She, as a creature of alien flesh with robot
speci fications, could assunme any living form so could readily emul ate an
android of the appropriate size. Cbviously she woul d hi de anong t he new
androi ds of the |lab, because it was in the famliar city and the new ones were
not yet trained in specific tasks. She could accept the training and go out on
assi gnment, and no one woul d catch on

Blue sniled faintly. Certainly that was the reasoning he wanted the Citizens
to follow The nmonent he left the | ab, they should be closing on it, checking
every current android, verifying its origin and nature. The ordinary machi nes
could not distinguish between android and alien flesh, but |ab personne

could. They woul d soon verify the legitimcy of every android, here and in al
the other labs of Proton. And in a few hours they woul d know t hat Nepe was not
anong t hem

In this manner he was generating his first diversion. He was giving thema
prom sing fal se | ead. He knew they were watching him and he hoped that they
bel i eved that he had either made passing contact with Nepe, or tried to and
failed. They might believe that she was here, but that he had realized he was
bei ng wat ched, so had shied away. Regardless, they would have to nmake a

t hor ough check.

He wal ked slowy on out, having said nothing. He stepped back into his



transport, and went next to the cyborg | ab. The cyborgs were essentially robot
bodi es housing living brains; they were nore intelligent than androids, but

al so nmore erratic. They tended to get notions of their own, and that could be
i nconveni ent for an enpl oyer

Nepe was small enough to be able to formherself into the brain portion of a

| arge cyborg. She could then direct it, and have a hiding place for sonme tine
in the otherwi se netal body. The Citizens would thus have to elinmnate all the
cyborgs, too, and that would represent several nore hours of effort, and
divide their resources. They could hardly afford to nake their search openly;
they did not want others catching on. Thus a search that m ght be conpleted in
one hour woul d take several, because of the inefficiency of secrecy. Again, it
woul d prove fruitless.

Stile returned to his transport. He was sorry there was no alien lab, to
further divide the eneny force. But aliens were relatively few, and they were
not generated in any |ab. Nepe, being one alien herself, was unlikely to try
to masquerade as another. In any event, the Citizens would al ready have run
tracers on every alien on the planet. They woul d know the child was not anong
t hem

That left only the straight robots and the strai ght humans. OF these, only the
robots had a | ab. He went there next, though it should be obvious that Nepe
could not erul ate a conpletely inanimte being. H s tour was cursory;
evidently he didn't expect to fool anyone this time. If they thought he was
trying a double fake, and that Nepe was after all hiding here, they would have
to expend val uable tinme anyway.

At last he went to the Game Annex. Nepe had prevailed on her uncle to play a
formal gane here; he had nade special note of the particular console they had
used. The G tizens m ght suppose she had sonehow | eft a nessage for him here;
they woul d have to exam ne the consol e, perhaps even replacing it w th another
so that they could take it apart in privacy. Al part of the gane!

Now he was going to give them sonething nore chall enging to ponder; so far he
had merely warmed up. He touched a finger to the screen of the console.

Wrds flashed on the screen. WHAT IS YOUR WLL, CITlIZEN BLUE? Naturally al
t he consol es were programmed to recognize all Gtizens; in fact, a Ctizen
could hardly go anywhere unrecogni zed.

"I wish to play with my wife," he replied with the faintest of snmiles. The
machi ne woul d not pick up the double entendre.

In a noment Sheen's face appeared on the screen. "Yes, sir?" she inquired. In
the privacy of their suite she treated himwith famliar deference; in public,
the famliarity was absent.

"I becone bored," he said. "Let me play with you."

A snile very like his owmn crossed her face. "Shall | come to you, sir, or wll
you cone to nme?"

"Rermai n where you are, for now Address your console.”
"Yes, sir." Her face faded out. The primary grid appeared. He had the nunbers,
and chose 2. MENTAL. It would be tricky to play a physical gane w thout her

presence.

In a noment the secondary grid appeared: TOOL- ASSI STED MENTAL. 2B. "Two Bee or



not Two Bee," he murrmured, frowning at it. He had the nunbers again, so had to
choose between 5. SEPARATE 6. | NTERACTING 7. PUZZLE and 8. COOPERATI VE. He
t ouched 6.

Her choices were E. BOARD F. CARDS G PAPER H GENERAL: all tools for nental
ganes. She had chosen G for the new box was | NTERACTI VE PAPER GAMES.

They filled in the third grid with games fromthe proffered list: tic-tac-toe,
sprouts, |ines-and-boxes, life, magic squares and word ganes. \Wen they nade
their selections, the result was CROSSWORD. They woul d play an interactive
crossword gane. Victory would go to the one who forced the other into an

i mpossi bl e word.

O course the watching Citizens would be sure that this was a pre-arranged
gane—and they woul d be correct. Blue and Sheen had pl ayed exactly as they had
agreed to play, before he left the suite. They were playing "long-distance" to
ensure that the Citizens could tap into the gane.

The crossword grid was ei ghty-one squares: nine on a side. Blue had the first
nmove, and represented the horizontal, so he wote in the word ASTERI SKS across
t he top.

Sheen started with the first S and filled in SNON vertically, setting a solid
end- bl ock bel ow.

Bl ue pondered, then put in VOD, the O overlapping hers. He had to build on
her word, because he was all owed no vertical words hinself. Thus it was truly
interactive.

She countered with VO CES, extending down fromhis V. The words seened to cone
natural ly, but they were al so suggestive. \What nessage woul d a cryptography
expert see in then? How could a child of four interpret such a sequence? What
woul d he be trying to tell her, that was so inportant for her to know? Surely
there were sonme very ni ce headaches bei ng sown here!

He took of f from her O and nade OWED.

She fornmed KING descending fromhis K in ASTERI SKS.

He filled in FUN, to her new N

She nmade FORMB descending fromhis F.

He nade MORE crossing her R

She called out a pre-existing word by marking in a + above it: |I. E The gane
was getting tight. He filled in NO below the ER i n ASTERI SKS

ASTERI +N+NO+VOI D+FOWED+OIl ++MORCc MESS + +
Sheen was abruptly left with an inpossible word: the RO did not count agai nst
her, because he had formed it conplete, giving her no chance to inprove on it.

But how coul d she make anything legitimate fromthe vertical |etters ENDDW?

"End DM " she said, appearing on the screen, behind the grid, so that the
letters crossed her face.

"What does DM stand for?"



"Dunb Machi ne. "

Bl ue | aughed. "Sorry, | don't know any dunmb machi nes, certainly not you. You
| ose.”
She sighed. "I think the gane was fixed."

"You have a suspicious inanimte mnd."
"What is the penalty?"
"You have to ask, woman? The usual, of course.™

"Ch, no sir, not the usual!" she protested with nock affright. They had pl ayed
this charade before, and always enjoyed it.

"The usual ," he repeated grimy. "Get your torso over here."
"There? In public?" she asked, appall ed.

"The very best place. What good is a victory if not publicly savored?"

"You are a nonster, Sir.

"To be sure. Do not keep me waiting, or it will go hard with you, serf.”

"I hear and obey with alacrity, sir," she said, fading.

Bl ue touched the screen again.

WHAT |'S YOUR WLL, CITIZEN BLUE?

"This game was but a prelude to another. Reserve a jelly vat for ny use.”
DONE, Cl Tl ZEN BLUE.

"Audi ence is permtted for this gane."

VERI FY: AUDI ENCE PERM TTED? That was as cl ose as the Gane Machi ne ever came to
ast oni shnent .

"Yes." Normally Citizens conducted their affairs with paranoid privacy unless
they had reason to chastise a serf in public; Blue's wife was a serf, but he
was not given to doing that to her. H s pernission for an audi ence was of
course a requirement for one; serfs would be rounded up for the event.
Actually this would be no punishnent for the serfs; Blue knew hinmself to be by
far the nost popular Citizen of Proton, because of his steadfast efforts to
mtigate the lot of serfs and his open marriage to a machi ne. Every group
supported him except the Contrary Citizens. That one exception, of course,
nore than counterbal anced the rest; had he not been set up with the dom nant
weal th of the planet by his other self, his tenure woul d have been brief.
Wealt h governed Proton, literally, and this was a power he had exercised

ruthl essly against the other Ctizens, maintaining his position. Only the
sophi sticated financial instrunents devised by the Oracle fromthe input of

t he Book of Magic could west that power from hi mand now he had a pretext to
cut off that source of information fromhis eneny.

He wal ked slowy to the bath region of the Game Annex, giving Sheen tine to
get there. Yes, wealth was the key—and the Oracle and Book of Magic were the
ultimate keys to wealth, and he and Stile controlled both. They had nonitored



the progress of the eneny, and acted when necessary: just before the bal ance
of wealth shifted. Nepe had kept himinforned, and he had trained her, with

t he inval uabl e experti se of Agnes. Now her absence froze things as they were.
If she remained hidden. Blue and Stile would retain power; if she were found,
they would lose it. It was that sinple.

He reached the bath region. Sheen was there, having found swift transport. She
took his arm and they went to the reserved vat. They could have found their
way sinply by zeroing in on the clanor, for as they entered the chanber they
spi ed the audi ence: about a hundred naked men, wonen, children, androids,
humanoi d robots and humanoi d cyborgs. They had been cl anmoring with excitemnent,
for the privilege of watching a living Citizen in an event like this was rare
i ndeed. There was a sudden hush as they saw Bl ue and Sheen

In the center of the chanber was the vat, its sides dropping sharply away from
the floor. It was round, about four meters in dianmeter, and was filled with
whi pped pseudo-gelatin, lime-flavored. This differed fromthe real thing
mainly in being harmess to living flesh even when it got in the eyes, and in
being two point three tines as sliny.

Sheen rel eased his arm stepping ahead of himto gaze into the quivering green
mess. "Perm ssion to speak frankly, sir," she said w th-evident distaste.

"Denied," he said, setting his cupped hand on her buttock and boosting her
forward. She screamed and flailed wildly as she fell into the vat. The nale
menbers of the audi ence appl auded. A Citizen, of course, could do no w ong.
Sone of the fermal es | ooked as if they m ght have anot her opinion, but were not
bol d enough to express it.

Bl ue beckoned to the nearest serf. The young man scranbl ed up and canme to him
"Sir?"

"Rermove my garnment and hold it clean until | emerge."

The serf did not answer, as no answer was required. He set his hands carefully
at Blue's shoulders and lifted the vol umi nous blue cloak. In a nonent it was
of f, and Bl ue stood naked. He stepped out of his blue sandals while the serf
folded the cloak and held it reverently. That serf would be fanous for a day:
he had Held G tizen Blue's C oak

The other serfs tried not to stare, but were obviously fascinated by the sight
of a naked Citizen in public. Many of them would have seen naked Citizens
before, but only in the privacy of personal services. The average serf was so
far beneath the notice of the average G tizen that clothing counted nerely as
a matter of status. A Citizen could of course do anything he wanted, including
parade naked in public, but it was rare for this to happen

Bl ue knew hinmself to be quite fit for his age, and had no shanme of his body.
He stood for a nonment, letting themadnmire it. There had been a tinme when a
grown man who stood, in the Phaze system of nmeasurenment, an inch under five
feet tall would have been an object of hunor, sonmetines of ridicule. That tine
was past. Today that stature was a badge of honor

Sheen remained in the gelatin, treading slime, waiting for him Thick froth
matted her hair and clung to portions of her torso. She had been attractive in
her normal nudity; she was doubly so when partially shrouded by the foam Wl
she knew it, too; now a surprisingly firm breast showed, and now a segnent of
lithe leg, flashing anidst the green. At one point both | egs showed, angling
intoward a torso that was artfully masked. The fol k of other cultures thought
nakedness nade a woman sexual | y appeal i ng; those of Proton knew that it was



sel ective conceal nent that had the nost potent effect. A nunmber of the serfs
were gazing at her with envy, for her situation. Any serf woman woul d have
been glad to trade places with her, even if only for this hour. There woul d
probably be a rash of jelly baths followi ng this event.

And the watching eyes of the Citizens behind their spy | enses would have to
track all of it, searching for continuing clues to Blue's possible contact

wi th his granddaughter. How coul d an engagenent with one's own wife in public
acconplish this? Certainly Blue was not doing this w thout reason

He smiled. They would be right: he had excellent reason! This was as good a
di version as he could arrange, given the short notice he had had.

He dived into the vat. The froth was thin at the top, but thickened bel ow, so
that it sustained himand brought his body to a halt well clear of the bottom
He stroked until he was upright. There was Sheen, facing himwi th a hat

fashi oned of foam

"Ha, wonman!" he cried, and ducked bel ow t he bubbly surface. Sheen screaned
agai n as he caught her ankles and dunped her down.

Now t hey were both bel ow t he surface, out of sight. But it was possible to
breat he here, by sucking air between the teeth to strain out the bubbles.
Sheen of course did not need to breathe, except when she needed air for
speech.

"Hold still, creature!" he cried for the benefit of the audience that peered
closely at the heaving surface of froth.

"I's that an order, sir?" she replied defiantly. There was | aughter from above;
of course it wasn't an order, in a gane like this.

"Now |'ve got you—eops!" Cbviously she had slipped out of his grasp. It was

al nost i mpossible to hold on to a person in this slippery stuff. Both remained
out of sight.

Sheen screaned again, signaling that he had caught her again.

"Spread your |egs, wench!" he ordered.

"Spread themyourself, sir!" Mre delighted | aughter from above; the audi ence
coul d picture exactly what was happeni ng.

"I'f you don't, I'Il tickle you!"
There was a pause. Then, hesitantly: "Where will you tickle ne, sir?"
"Maybe on the feet."

"That's all right."

"Then maybe on the knees."
"The knees? |I think | can handle that."
"Then maybe the thighs."

A pause. "I'll survive it sonehow. "



"How about the belly?"

"Ch, no, not the belly! Anywhere but therel™

"Anywhere?" Hi s voice was quivering with suggestion.

"Uh—ust where else did you have in mnd, sir?"

"WHERE DO YOU THI NK, WENCH?"

"Il spread ny |legs!"

"Too late! 1'd rather tickle you. Just let nme get ny finger in there—=

She screaned yet again, piercingly. The | aughter from above was al npst
over whel m ng.

What the audience did not realize was that the activity under the whipped
gelatin was quite different fromthat suggested by the di al ogue. Sheen opened
a breast-cabinet and brought out heavy nakeup nmaterials. She applied paint to
his hair, wherever it occurred, changing it to match her own. She put green
contact lenses into his eyes, so that they al so matched hers. She renoved both
her breasts and fastened themto his body with flesh-col ored adhesive, and
appl i ed pseudofl esh to his hips and buttocks. She used nore of it to cover his
genitals and nmold theminto a nmound |ike hers. This was feasi bl e because her

m dsection was |larger than his; there was roomfor |ayering. Soon Bl ue
resenbl ed her so closely that only a careful inspection would give himaway.

Meanwhi | e, instead of tickling her—+t was difficult to tickle a robot—he was
hel ping her to assunme his form He renoved her hairpiece and put on one that
resenbled his hair. He used a special pen to draw lines on her |egs that nmade
them | ook thinner and nore nuscul ar. He used pseudofl esh to thicken her waist.
He renoved her ears and substituted a set she had brought that resenbled his.
And he applied to her crotch a prefabricated unit of pseudoflesh that was cast
in the shape of his male genitals. Then he snoot hed out her nowflat chest,
and painted a few hairs. The doubl e transformati on was conpl ete.

At this point they were grunting suggestively, as though engaged in heavy
activity, while the audi ence above quieted, striving to overhear and interpret
what was occurring. Al sex was free on Proton, and serfs indulged at will (or
the will of their Citizen enployers), but again the conceal ment enhanced the
fascination. Blue made a final, satisfied groan, and they were quiet.

Then Bl ue stroked upward through the froth so that his head broke the surface.
"Well, | didn't get tickled!" he said in his best emul ati on of Sheen's voice.

"Liar!" Sheen called frombelow, in his voice. "You got well tickled inside\
If you haven't had enough—

Bl ue | ooked al armed, and cl anbered out of the vat. Patches of |ather covered
portions of his body, making it nore difficult for anyone to tell that he was
not a naked woman. He hurried out, as if afraid the Citizen was about to cal
hi m back for another round.
"It's better when they resist," his voice cane from behind, as Sheen broke the
surface in his |ikeness. "Next tine, translucent gel!" The audi ence appl auded.
The serfs had seen far | ess than they thought, and were convinced they knew
what had happened below. A nmpjority of the nales now had erections. There
woul d be a nass sex orgy the nonment Sheen, as Citizen Blue, gave |eave for
general use of the vat. It was significant that none of the wormen was trying



to | eave early.

He hurried to the connected shower stall, and quickly rinsed the foamfrom his
hai r and body. Sheen, in the guise of the Ctizen, would have a portable
shower brought in, and the serfs would gladly operate it and the dryer, and
hel p her back into his blue cloak. Then she would take his transport back to
their suite.

He had to snile. Sheen was a machi ne, but what a machine! She did things so
well. He trusted her absolutely, and yes, he did | ove her

He emerged fromthe shower, stood in the dryer a nmonent, and departed the
prem ses without attracting undue attention. He wal ked down the hall to a
public transport, got on, and rode across the city. When he reached the far
side he got off, then took another transport, glancing around as if to see
whet her anyone was foll owi ng. Reassured, he proceeded to the jetport and
boarded a flight to the done of Gobdom This took a while, and he sat
absolutely still and straight, in the manner of a robot who had tuned out, not
snoozing in the human manner

At Gobdom he wal ked around as if on business, checking again for any pursuit.
When there seened to be none, he boarded a flight to Ani dom

He knew he was bei ng watched, and that his exchange with Sheen had not fooled
the eyes that were following him They would be equi pped with sensors that
read beneath the surface, fathoming his fleshly nature, and Sheen's robotic
nature. The serfs had surely been deceived, but not the Citizens. Still, it
was a good ruse, for it had a reasonable chance of naking the Ctizens think
that he was trying to conceal his activity. Indeed, the exchange woul d have
been effective, had ordinary | enses been used; the best ones were considerably
nore expensive than the standard ones, and required far nore sophisticated
application. But for this all-inportant purpose, he knew the best was being
brought into play.

So the Citizens thought he was trying a sinple ruse to fool them naking a
public show of his location and a very clever identity exchange so that no
one. woul d suspect. Now they nmight believe he was going to his true
rendezvous. |ndeed, they had a potent confirmatory hint in the crossword gane
he had played with Sheen. For there was a key word witten therein, supposedly
conceal ed. Fromthe top left, slantw se down, crossing both the horizontal and
vertical words: ANIDOM The done to which he was now goi ng.

How mi ght he have gotten this nessage to Nepe? They woul d just have to make
their own conjectures. Obviously there was a way. Perhaps the child had access
to a Game Gid screen, and could tune in to the game he had pl ayed

| ong-di stance with Sheen. The monent she saw that slanting nessage, she would
know, and she would be there at the appointed hour to neet him Then they
woul d have her.

Bl ue kept a straight face, maintaining his robotic demeanor, but internally he
was smling. The Citizens would be so sure of their victory—and so

di sappoi nted when it slipped away. For Nepe would not be neeting himhere, or
anywhere el se. Her orders were never to nmeet himor contact himat all. She
was entirely on her own. That way no action or word of his could give her

away, no matter how closely the Citizens nonitored his every eyeblink

He had confidence in her, and yet he feared for her. She was so young! If only
he had had another year to train her, even six nonths, to perfect it. But he
trusted the judgment of his other self in Phaze; if Stile had concluded that
the break had to be made now, that was surely the case. Perhaps things had



gotten tighter in Phaze than in Proton. Probably the Adverse Adepts had been
about to catch on to the true powers of little Flach, and had been pl anning a
preenptive captivity.

Wll, lie was doing his part, protecting Nepe to whatever extent he could. He
woul d dally for several hours in Anidom poking into obscure comers, and in
the course of it performanother identity switch in a seem ng effort to shake
any pursuit that remained. Then he would give it up and go hone. If the
Citizens had not found her by that time, they were unlikely to thereafter

For Nepe would be hiding in the manner they | east expected: in the formof a
robot. Stile could not make himself into a machine well enough to deceive the
speci al eyes, but Nepe could. She could formher flesh into netallic hardness
t hr oughout, and function so Iike a robot that only a physical dissection could
expose her nature. He and Agnes had drilled her on this until she had it

al nrost perfect: the inpossible identity. She m ght be one of the mechanica
servitors the G tizens used as they searched for her. Blue hinmself did not
know what variant she woul d assune, or where she woul d operate. H s only
concern now was that she hide successfully. The success of this ploy depended
on Nepe and Flach in Phaze. But it was also true that he loved the little
alien creature, and wanted her safe even if his power and the welfare of
Proton were not on the line.

H s thoughts turned naturally to Phaze. Why had he never sought to nake direct
contact with the other frame, now that Mach and Bane had denonstrated that it
was possi ble, and Nepe and Flach had confirned it? He had |l earned that it was
his continuing link with Stile, and their exchanged identities, that kept the
frames from separating conpletely. He was a native of Phaze, living in Proton
while Stile was fromProton, and living in Phaze. As long as that was the
case, the frames would be Iinked. Presumably if he overl apped his other self
and nade the effort, he could exchange with Stile, and be back in Phaze. So
easy, perhaps, yet he had never even nade the effort.

He knew why. It was because he preferred Proton, and Stile preferred Phaze.

Bl ue | oved Sheen, whose narvel s of body and accommpbdati on had been
denonstrated today, and never wanted to |l eave her. Stile |loved the Lady Bl ue
simlarly. Suppose they overl apped, and exchanged—and were unable to return to
their present situations? The franes m ght be forever separated, their fina
link cut, and Blue would be stuck in nmarriage with the Lady Blue, and Stile

wi th Sheen. The Lady Blue was a fine person, but it had not worked out between
them just as it had not worked between Stile and Sheen. No, he dared not risk
it, and he knew Stile felt the same. They woul d never contact each other
direct. Not unless the salvation of the frames depended on it.

And if that should ever turn out to be the case—well. Blue had a little ace in
the hole that mght allow himto rejoin Stile without |osing everything. It
was so enornous a ganble that he would never risk it except as the fina
resort. If successful, it would still change the faces of the frames forever.
If it failed—+there was no telling what woul d happen

He knew, because of the increasing parallelismof the frames, that Stile had a
simlar notion, to be simlarly inplemented. For the actions had to be

toget her. And, because one or both of themwere likely to be in straits too
dire to allow direct inplenentation, he had set the trigger in a place no one
woul d suspect. It could be sumed up in one key word:

' Cor n.
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Tani a

To guarantee privacy, they held the neeting at the Translucent Denesnes, under
the water near the Isle of the West Pole. Tan and Tania rode in a watery
bubbl e the Transl ucent Adept sent, floating over the forests and pl ai ns of
Phaze at rapid velocity before descending into the sea. Tania affected the
sane bl asé reaction her brother did, but the truth was that she got a fair
thrill fromthis type of travel. She could fascinate folk with her gaze
because she shared with her brother the magic of the Evil Eye, but could not
perform physical magic in the manner of other Adepts. Hers was not an inferior
talent, merely nore subtle; when it cane to questioning a resistive client, or
to persuadi ng sonmeone, the others deferred to her. Yet she often w shed for
just alittle of the other kind of power!

The bubbl e coursed through the water, brushing aside reaching sea plants,
comng at last to the hidden palace. At the entrance it |anded and popped out
of existence, |eaving them standing dry, though the sea | oomed around and
above them It was a nice effect; Translucent did things right.

They entered. The other Adepts were already there, having had faster magic
transportation: White, who used the runes and gl yphs; Yellow, with her potions
to govern ani mal s;

Bl ack, who was entirely nade of |ines; Orange, whose magi ¢ was of plants;
Green, whose hand gestures controlled fire; and Purple, with the forces of

geol ogy. Eight of themin all, counting Tan and Tani a as one, and, of course,
Transl ucent. Against themwere ranged only three: Blue with his singsongs, Red
with his amulets, and Brown with her golenms. Yet so far the three had had
their way nore often than not: a distressing situation, |ong overdue for
redress. This was because the Red Adept, a literal troll, had the Book of
Magi c, the nost potent single instrument in Phaze. Now their access to that
Book had been cut off, precipitating the crisis.

Transl ucent began w t hout preanble: "Blue suckered us. He trained the boy

Fl ach to be a nascent Adept with natural form changing fromhis unicorn side.
W were just beginning to catch on, when the boy nade his nove. He substituted
a golemfor hinmself, and that was what arrived at the Blue Denesnes. Bl ue

wai ted just |ong enough for the real boy to be thoroughly hidden, then pulled
the plug on grounds we had delivered not. Bane tells me the sane happened
simul taneously in Proton: the little girl took off. The ploy be this:

we had a covenant that we were all owed access to the Book of Magic only during
the tine when the boy was with Blue. Since the boy did not reach the Bl ue
Dermesnes, our use of the Book be cut off. Until we recover the boy and deliver
himto Blue, we can use it not. It be clear that Blue realized that we were on
the verge o' a breakt hrough, and woul d assume dom nance shortly; he acted just
intime to scotch that. W be here to consider our alternatives."

"I knew thou woul dst bungle it!" Purple exclainmed. "Thou didst say thou
woul dst get the damed rovot to go along with us!"

"He did, Purp!" Wite snapped. "And he got Bane in with us too. That's a
potent pair, and they have decamped not."

"They must have been in on it,"
el se?"

Purple said. "How did the brat in Proton know,

"They knew not," Translucent said. "In retrospect we realize that this break
be nmore significant than that. The two children can speak to each ot her
directly. "



This was news to the others. "Sane as Bane and the rovot?" Yell ow asked.

"That be our conclusion. W were guilty o' narrow thinking; we ne'er thought
it possible. W thought it nmere parallelismor coincidence. Had we caught on
we woul d have secured those brats instantly.”

"Then we nust have those children!" White exclai ned.

"I had concluded as nuch,"” Translucent said dryly. "I had suspected that the
boy was able to assunme nore forms than just man and 'corn, and thought to have
Tan speak to himto ascertain just what these m ght be. That woul d have
reveal ed aught we ne'er dreamed o'! Somehow Bl ue must have realized, and
spirited the boy out o' our grasp. Nor rovot nor 'corn parents suspected; they
bel i eved the boy retarded. "

"He fooled e en his own parents,” Wite said, thoughtfully. "That |ad be
dangerous. "

"That brat be power!" Purple said. "W capture him we'll need not mare or
rovot!"

"Which is where Blue scored,"” Translucent agreed. "He knew-and doubl ed his
pl oy by making us liable for losing the lad. Gain back the | ad, and we score
doubl e oursel'es. There be our challenge. But methinks the lad will be not
easy to find."

"Trace his route!"™ Purple said. "He started with the mare; where did he |eave
her ?"

"I have traced the route, and queried the auspices,"” Translucent said grimy
"We had warners where'er magi c occurred, and tags on both boy and nare. He
left the mare only four tines. The first was west o' a pack, when he took a
pi ss break. The second was when the mare went ahead to break up a dragon
attack on pups | eaving the Pack: she be oathfriend to that Pack, and fought
for its pups, but endangered not the boy. The third was near her Herd, when

t he boy took another rest break, and the fourth hal fway 'tween there and the
Bl ue Denesnes, another rest break. | checked further and |l earned that traces
o' urine were only at the first stop; by this | conclude that the last two
were the gol em substitute, naking pretense. W are assured it was the living
boy up to the first stop, and the golemat the third. That puts the second in
guestion. "

"Coul d he have joined the pups?" Wiite asked alertly.

"Nay. They were four coming in, and four going on; an he joined them there
had been five. An he switch places with one, then it be a werewolf riding the
mare—and it were no wolf arrived with her."

"Then where did he go?" Wite denanded.

"Met hi nks he changed form under cover o' the mare's changes; our warners can
tell simultaneous changes not fromone. W found no tracks, no traces 'cept
scratches on the bark o' a tree there. | believe he changed to bird form and
flew, and where he be now— He shrugged.

"Bird form" Yell ow excl ai ned. "He could have fl own anywhere by now "

"True. Therefore our effort to trace himbe dooned. W underestimated him
supposing himto be capable o' but two forms instead o' four, and thus he



sli pped away. "

"Four?" Purple asked. "Man, 'corn, bird, and what ?"

"What e' er he changed to when his flying was done. He would not remain a bird;
that be too limted a form its life too hazardous."

"He could be human or unicorn, and nmerge with a village or Herd," Purple
poi nted out. "We can search themall and find him"

"That be why he would have a fourth form" Translucent said. "He made this
cunni ng escape not to be readily recovered."

"But he be but four years old! H's kind masters but three forns!"

Transl ucent shook his head. "W underestimated hi m once; needs we nust not do
so again. He could be anything."

"Then recovery be hopel ess?" Purple asked chal |l engi ngly.

"Nay, merely difficult. We shall be obliged to search every settlenent or
group, human and animal, methodically, until we find him"

"How can we find him an we not know his fornP" Purple demanded. "That be
searching for one straw in a haystack!"

"Tan must question each prospect,” Translucent said. "W know the | ad' s age;
only those that age need be checked. An we knew what form it would be a
matter o' weeks or months. As it is, nonths or years. But it can be done, and
nust be done."

"Months or years?" Tan asked. "I have aught better to do than that!"

"Then thy sister. Only thou or she can do it."

Tani a nodded. "I may do it, but | have a price."

Transl ucent glanced at her. "Thou art noved not by the need o' the Adepts?"
"Let us be not hypocrites,"” she said coldly. "Wich o' us be noved by ot her
than sel fi shness? W cooperate only in the face o' a comon enemy. An | devote
nyself to this tedious |abor, needs nmust | have reconpense.”

Transl ucent nodded. "Plainly put. Say on."

"Was once nmight | have nmarried Bane, uniting in tine our power with that o
Blue. Till he found the other frame, and his rovot self was besotted by the
mare. Methinks me-himremains a decent match."

"Thou didst try that," Translucent said. "Unbeknownst to nme. Bane fended thee
off, and made | oath to him no nmore o' that. Now his power be such thou canst

not fascinate himw th thine Eye. This be no price thou canst ask."

"I ask but this: that | be given |leave to do what | can with him using not ny
Eye. An he cone to ne voluntarily, it be no violation o' thine oath."

Transl ucent considered this, not trusting it. "For this thin chance, thou
woul dst devote thyself to the search for the boy?"



"Aye, for this thin chance. An | succeed, it will bring me union with an
Adept, and that be what | crave beyond all else."

Transl ucent shrugged. "Then be it so. Qur effort be in stasis till thou hast
result.”

"The younglings," Yellow said. "This be their travel tine, small groups going
to new hones. Only those who travel ed need be checked, for a new nenber be not
otherwise admitted to a tribe w thout challenge.”

"It still be sone search, through all o' Phaze," Purple said. "Methinks the
human brats should be checked first, and then the 'corn foals."

"Agreed," Tania said. "An there be resistance to ny search, you others support
ne."

"Agreed," Translucent said for the others.

First she approached Bane, who happened to be with Fleta the mare. That could
be for only one reason. "Thou dost seek the boy," Tania said.

"Dost have conplicity?" Fleta asked sharply.

Tani a turned her gaze on the unicorn. In her human formthe nare was petite
and full-bodied, with glossy black hair in lieu of her mane, and a pearly
button set in her forehead in lieu of her horn. She was attractive enough, for
men who nmight like that type. Bane was evidently inmmune, but Mach had proved
suscepti bl e. That suggested that Bane was susceptible too, but chose not to
admt it. But Bane in the old days had been interested in any femal e formthat
was young and healthy; his way with 'corn, werebitch and batl ass had been

not ori ous.

Wl |, Tania could conpete in that respect. Now she regretted that she had not
dei gned to do so back during Bane's days of experinentation; she could have
nabbed himreadily then, and saved much conplication. But she had foolishly
hoped for better prospects, which had not materialized. Now she was ol der and
wiser. Proximty, and tine, mght well do wonders with Bane. O course he knew
her nature, which was a problem but he had known the natures of the aninals
he played with too, seeming to care mainly about their human forns for the

i ndul gi ng of his passing passions.

"Canst not answer?" the mare denanded, taking Tania's silence for guilt.
Oh, how tenpting it was to give her a piece of the Eye!

But she had promised not to, and, nore inportant, it would alienate Bane. In
fact, it mght enrage him and he was no nean Adept in his own right; she
could get in trouble. This had to be defused, rmuch as it grated her to do so.
"Nay, mare; this absence di scormbdes us as nmuch as thee, for we had hope o
the boy's aid in our mission. W suspected at first that thou m ghtest have—*

"I had naught to do with it!" Fleta flared. "He be mine offspring, ny flesh;

| ove himand fear for his safety!"

"My apology for doubting thee," Tania said easily. She had done what she
sought to do: turned the nmare to the defensive, instead of herself. "But if
thine interest be fanmlial, ours be practical; we want the use o' the power
the lad has. So be assured that we wi sh himharmnot, but rather we want him
safe and well. We desire his return, and | be here to join thee in a search



for him"
"We search not," the mare said. "It seens Flach fled by choice, and though ny
heart break, | may not bring himback unwilling."

"Fl ed by choi ce?" Tania asked, affecting surprise. "Loved he not his danP"

"My father designed this thing," Bane said. "For that he knew the boy woul d be
useful to the Adverse Adepts, and now the covenant between sides be broken. It
be the sanme in Proton; they acted together."

Tania eyed him playing the role of one who had not heard of this before. "Thy
father, who opposes us. Be this good news or bad, to thee?"

"I joined this side because | lost the wager with nine other self. Fain would
| have served ny father instead, but | be true to my word. | knew naught o'
the powers o' the children, and thought themslow This be good news for ne to
find the children otherw se, bad news to find themlost."

"But what news, to find themfoiling the change in the bal ance o' power?"
Tani a asked pointedly.

"I serve thy side loyally, but ny heart be with the other. That thou hast
al ways known."

"Then must thou make thy nost diligent effort to recover the boy for us," she
concl uded.

"Aye," he agreed grimy.

"Then shall we work together, and thine other self too, when he returns. Thy
service to us was excellent, when thou didst have access to the Book o' Magic;
it must be the same, in this quest for thy nephew "

"I shall look for nmy nephew. But | see no need to work with thee. Make thine
own search.”

"Nay, that be inefficient. There be the whole o' Phaze to search; two will
cover it faster, with no duplication. Al so, there be danger, in sone |ocales;
t he one nust guard the other."

Bane grinmaced. "Perhaps | made not ny sentinent plain: | wish not to work with
thee. ™
At | east he was straightforward! "Nay, mayhap it was | who was unplain: | mean

to work with thee, and have the backing o' the others."
"Then thou dost have no objection if I verify."
"None," she said evenly. Already she was feeling the thrill of fencing himin.

He sang somet hing, and di sappeared. Tania was left alone with Fleta. "And
thee, mare—willst join the search?"

"Aye," Fleta said through her teeth.
"Why so negative? Methought thou woul dst wel cone aid to recover thy foal."

"Thine interest be nore in Bane than in Flach!"



"And what if that be so? Be Bane thy nman?"
"Bane be Agape's man! W need not thee to interfere!"

"Met hi nks Bane be his own man. An he chooses one or t'other, that be his
busi ness. "

Fl eta | ooked ready to skewer something with her horn, for all that she |acked
nost of her horn in this form But then Bane reappeared, abating what mn ght
have beconme an interesting confrontation. "W search together," he said. "But
thou willst ne'er have satisfaction o it."

"That remains to be seen, nethinks,"
supporting her, as she had required.

Tania replied, satisfied. The Adepts were

They checked the human settlements first. These were scattered all across
Phaze; nost were small, hidden hanl ets whose inhabitants eked out their
exi stence by hunting and farm ng. Bane conjured an accurate map, and they
decided to cross out each village after checking it.

The first one was typical. Bane conjured the three of themto the village of
Gnonore, in the Gnone Denmesnes. The name was not intended to be punnish; it
related to the region, and indicated that the human vill agers acknow edged t he
supremacy of the gnones in this vicinity. In return, the gnones tolerated the
human presence, and even traded with the vill agers.

They arrived in the center square, and caused an imrediate stir. Wrd went to
the village patriarch, who hobbled up to greet them "Be ye Adept?" he asked
nervously. "W have no quarrel with Adepts!”

"W be partial Adepts," Bane explained. "I be Bane, son o' the Adept Stile o
t he Bl ue Denesnes; this be Tania, sister o' the Tan Adept; and this be Fleta,
mate o' the Rovot Adept. W come to question thee about new arrivals at thy
vill age."

"W take sides not between Adepts!" the patriarch protested. "W be far from
the controversy, and mnded so to remain!"

"An we be satisfied, we shall depart, leaving thy village so," Bane said.
"Pl ease summon all thy nenbers, that we may question them"

"But they be widely scattered!" the patriarch protested.

"Some in the fields, sone doing service for the gnones, sone away trading with
ot her villages—

Tani a spoke. "Man, | ook at me," she said.

The man | ooked at her. Her eyes widened slightly; that was all. But the
patriarch was transfixed by her Evil Eye.

"Do it," she said, |ooking away.
As in a daze, the patriarch hobbled off, calling to others. Soon a younger man
approached. "W are sending out word; all our nmenmbers will gather. But sone

are far-flung; it will be two days before all are present.”

"Then prepare a residence for us for that interim" Tania said curtly. "And
bring good food."



The natives scurried to oblige. The party had known it would be thus; only
full Adepts could do things pronptly. This was why this search pronised to be
extremely tedious. There were about a hundred vill ages scattered across Phaze,
and if each took two days to check, over half a year would be expended in this
single aspect of the effort. She was sure it would prove futile; the boy had
shown hinmself to be too smart to risk using human form But she was prepared
to endure it, because it neant half a year of close association with Bane or
Mach.

They shared a single residence, on the direct understanding that this would
prot ect agai nst possible treachery: one of them would always be on guard.
There was al so the tacit understanding that Tania was out to subvert Bane, and
Fleta was out to prevent this, protecting the interest of her opposite nunber
in Proton. Therefore the three were closely bound, though not exactly by
friendship. It was also to the interests of Bane and Fleta to acconplish their
m ssion as quickly as possible—and that was part of Tania's strategy. She
wanted themto want to find the boy, and they were surely the ones to whomthe
boy was nost likely to come. Thus her approach to Bane was artful, and she
made no effort to conceal it fromthe nare.

I ndeed, as dusk cane, she played it for what it was worth. "Do thou take the
first watch, animal, and we human folk will sleep." Before the unicorn, who
was mai ntai ni ng human formthroughout, could retort, she turned to Bane. "And
since it be cool, thou and | may share a bl anket, and the warnth o' our

bodi es. That be nobst confortable.” And before he could protest, she pulled off
her tan cl oak, showi ng her body naked beneath it.

"I will make a spell for warnth," Bane said. "Wth thy perm ssion for the
magi c to be practiced on thee."

"It really be not necessary to expend thine precious enchantnments, when we
have a natural alternative," she said. "WIIst not sinply strip and join nme?"

"Nay; | will warmthe full chanmber, so that all be confortable.” And he
singsonged, and it was so: the chill was gone.

"As thou dost wish," she said, |ying down on one of the pallets, and spreadi ng
her cl oak over her body as a covering. "But nmethinks it be a shaneful waste."
She had acconpl i shed what she sought: to give hima good, solid, lingering

vi ew of her excellent body. He might affect not to notice, but she knew better
than that; the image would remain in his mnd long after the original was
gone. The were-fol k (and she regarded the unicorns as such) always had good
human fornms because they crafted themthat way, but genuine human bei ngs had
to settle for what they started with. She was blessed with a trimform and
anpl e secondary endowrents, and understood the effect these had on nmen of any
age; she had put it to the proof often enough. Her main liability was her
face: it was ordinary. She did what she could to frane it with her hair, and
she definitely preferred shadows for close contacts. She could of course
fascinate men with her power of the Eye, but usually she didn't bother

because it worked only once on a given man; she saved that for energencies. It
woul d not be | ong before Bane wanted nore of her body than nere glinpses. She
could wait.

After three hours Fleta returned. Cbviously she had been grazing near the
village, in her natural form Tania didn't care; she knew that the ears, eyes
and nose of a unicorn mssed nothing, and that if anything had approached this
house, the mare woul d have intercepted it. The mare m ght not care for her
Tania, at all, but when the nmare was committed to stand guard, the mare woul d
be the best possible guard.



Al so, the mare woul d have known i mredi ately had anythi ng occurred between Bane
and Tania in the house. One night, Tania intended to give the mare excell ent
grounds for her concern. But that would take tine, because of the stricture
agai nst enploying the Eye. Even if it were not for that, it would be pointless
to use it on Bane; it would have greatly dimnished effect on him and
thereafter he would be proof against it. No, she had to win himthe hard way.

Tani a roused herself. "Very well, animal; | be alert."

The mare's ears seened to flatten agai nst her skull, though she was in human
format the nonent. She departed again, for further grazing; this tine she
woul d sl eep while doing it.

Tani a spent her watch time pondering the quest they were on. Were could that
brat have gone? If he'd assumed bird form he could be anywhere—but surely he
woul d have | acked the flying experience and stanmina to wing far, for none had
ever seen him assune that form before. Were could he have gone that was near
to where he started fronf? South, naybe, to the Purple Muntain Range. But
there were few unicorns there, and few human fol k, and nmany predators.

Transl ucent was probably right: he had assumed another form a fourth form
What woul d that be? That of an elf or gnome? Or a dragon?

Not hi ng seened to make nmuch sense. Well, he had to have assunmed sonme form and
she would find that form |In due course.

She gazed at the sleeping Bane. Oh, he was a handsome cuss! And a tal ented
one, too. An excellent match for her. It was really infuriating that the m xup
of the exchange of identities had occurred, bringing himlove in Proton before
Tani a had had proper opportunity to take him She had been assured that he
woul d be hers, so had not rushed it, preferring to have hi m pursue her, not
she him so that nost of the concessions would have been his to nake. Wo
needed the other frame? She woul d have roped himin, in tine, and the issue
bet ween Adepts woul d have been settled in favor of the Tan Denesnes before it
ever cane to a head. But everything had gone awy, and only now, with the
interruption in contact, did she have a proper chance at hi m again.

She daydreanmed, how it would be. Perhaps she would |l et him have sone nodi cum
of pleasure, before closing down his options. Let himindul ge his appetite on
her body, convinced it was his own idea. Then, slowy, gradually, she would
assune control, and finally indul ge her appetites on his body. A man could
experience a |l ot of pain, and not only of the body, when things were properly
managed. At first she would screamin sinulated rapture as he took her; later
he woul d screamin unsinul ated agony as she took him But there would never
be, of course, aught that showed.

"Ah, | have plans for thee, fair man," she nmurnmured, her eyes dwelling fondly
on him

But first she would have to win himaway fromhis alien creature lover in
Proton. That woul d not be easy—but of course there was pleasure in the
chal | enge, too.

When her watch was up, she arranged herself artfully in the |one shaft of
nmoonl i ght that entered the house, draped her cloak so that one breast and
parts of both thighs were dimy illumnated, and called to him "Bane—t be
thy turn.”

He woke. Hi s eyes opened, scanned the ceiling, then dropped to orient on her
She lifted her knees so that nothing but shadow masked the space between her
t hi ghs; he would see only the nost tantalizing suggestion. "Thy watch," she



rem nded hi minnocently.

He squinted, attenpting to fathomthe shadow, then he caught hinself, and
stretched, trying to make it seemthat he hadn't |ooked. "CGot it," he agreed,
standi ng. "Where be Fl eta?"

"Where el se? Qut grazing. It requires rmuch fodder to maintain a mass |ike
hers."

He did not answer. He wal ked around the room getting his circul ation going.
Tania |ay down to resune her sleep, drawing the cloak across her torso

i nperfectly, so that neither breast nor thigh was fully covered. Let him gaze
at her while she slept, as she had gazed at him He would deny it, nost of al
to hinself, but he would desire her. Desire was the hook that would hold him
night after night, until at last she reeled himin. That was a man's nost

si ngul ar weakness: his inability to control his lust.

At dawn she woke, discovering herself conpletely covered by the cloak. Had she
moved it in her sleep, changing it as she turned, or had Bane done it? It
hardly mattered, yet she was inordinately curious.

She sat up and stretched, so that her belly thinned and her breasts lifted,
choosi ng her nmonent when Bane was facing her. Then she stood and pulled the

cl oak on over her head, and shook her hair into place. She stepped out back to
the privy, then took the short walk to the stream near the village where she
could wash her face and arns. This was not exactly the Tan Denmesnes, but it
was a pl easant enough bucolic locale, and she rather liked it. She saw Fleta
in animal form still grazing in the near distance, and narvel ed again how t he
rovot could |l ove such a creature, knowi ng her to be an animal. Bane's
dalliances with her in the early days had been but natural; a young man

experi mented on whatever was available. So did a young worman; Tani a had
practiced both Eye and sex with village louts, getting the details of it
straight. She knew how to make a man respond. But [ove? Marriage?
Reproduction? It was | aughabl e!

She returned to find a breakfast of fruits and nuts and mlk in the process of
delivery. The townsfol k were being nost hospitable! Did this owe nore to the
Eye she had given the patriarch, or to their ardent wish not to affront the
Adepts in any manner, so that there would be no cause to harmthe village? A
bit of both, she concluded, satisfied. She had for- gotten what pleasure it
could be to intimdate rustics!

Fleta cane in to share the neal, resumng human form "Wat, not enough
greenery?" Tania inquired lightly. "Methought thou woul dst have got a bellyfu
by now "

"Aye," the mare agreed, giving her a direct |ook. Bane kept a straight face.
Tania smled, masking her ire; the animl had struck back effectively enough
Vll, it was a useful rem nder; she night address the mare contenptuously, but
she nmust never forget that this was a canny creature whose intellect was the
equal of nost full-bl ooded humans. The king of the snow denbns swore by her
ability in chess. Tania knew nothing of chess, finding such pastines boring,
but it was said that it required considerable savvy for good playing. She mnust
confine her contenpt to her manner, not her belief, or she could one day
regret it.

And of course she knew why the mare had conme in: she could not graze enough in
six hours to carry her the rest of the day and night, unless the foragi ng was
excellent, and here it was only average. Al so, she intended to prevent Tania
fromflirting with Bane during the nmeal. Lots o' luck, filly! she thought. It



was al nbst as much fun aggravating the unicorn as it was tenpting the nan.

So it went for the days and nights until the village personnel assenbl ed. Bane
never gave a sign of being affected, but she knew he was, in the way a piling
was weakened by the surging water of the shore; eventually it would give way.

On the norning of the third day the villagers lined up: a notley collection of
nmen, youths, wonen and children. They hardly seened to have a good suit of

cl ot hi ng between them Tania stood before them and nmade her statenent: "W
search for a child who may have joined you this past week. Bring forth your
children."

Fearfully, they brought themforth. She inspected the ragged urchins, then
guestioned each in turn. "Be thou native to this village? Know ye o' any who
be not ?"

Al the children were native. Tania went to the adults, fixing each with just
enough of her Eye to be assured they were telling the truth. "Dost know an any
child came here, or departed here, o' the type | seek?"

No one knew of any. It was as she had expected: it had taken nore than two
days to verify that this village was clean

And only about ninety-nine villages to go!

Actually it took less than six nonths to check all the human settl enents,
because news of their search spread, and each village was eager to be
exonerated. Soon the far-flung personnel were arriving alnost as their party
did, so that the job could be done in a day. O course the very tinme consuned
in their search caused the event in question to become increasingly renote.
But since the villagers knew the nature of the search, their nmenories of the
time in question were sharpened. They could not cheat or conceal anything,
because Tani a al ways cross-checked, inquiring not only of individual nenories,
but of what they knew or had heard of the experience of others, and of any

m ssing villagers. No one escaped scrutiny, and no one dissenbled; all were
cl ean.

As expected. In Tania's mnd. Purple had done nuch damage by his foolish

i nsi stence that the human popul ati on be checked first. Translucent was right:
t he boy had avoided that form knowing it would be checked.

"And now needs we nust verify the 'corns,” Tania said as they finished with
the last village. "Another col ossal waste o' tine."

"True," Fleta agreed. "My boy be not anong mine own kind."

"Yet needs nmust we check, by order o' those we answer to," Tania said,
di sgusted. They were unified in this: they knew they were about to waste
anot her significant portion of a year

In the course of these nonths, Tania knew she had nade an inroad on Bane,

t hough he still held out. She caught himl ooking at her when she supposedly
slept, and he pretended to ignore her when she found pretexts to nmake cl ose
contact, instead of disengagi ng. He wanted her, but would not adnmit it. She

m ght have done better, had it not been for the nonthly exchanges he nade with
the rovot. He went to Proton to be with his alien |ove, while Mach the rovot
assuned control of his body. That conplicated things, because Mach | oved Fleta
and she him it disgusted Tania to see themtogether, and to have to share



resi dence when they were sl eeping together. But, worse, Mach was a full Adept,
whose power vastly overmatched hers; she could hope neither to tenpt him nor
defy him She was definitely the odd one out, during that nonth, and it grated
fiercely.

Yet Mach supported the search, both because he was comrmitted to it and because
he wanted his son back. He could cast a spell that verified the know edge of a
village in a nonment, instead of the hours Tania required. He could conjure
themfromsite to site far nore swiftly and accurately than could Bane, who
had to devise a new spell each time. Increasingly, with Bane, they were

pl anning their route carefully and wal king or riding fromvillage to vill age,
borrowi ng a horse for Tania while Fleta assumed 'corn form and carried Bane.
Thus the tine they saved at the villages was expended in travel. But with Mach
it went phenonenally fast.

They checked the unicorns. The Herds were nore resistive to the process than
t he human villages had been, but after Tania called on Translucent for aid,
and he sent a deluge—not a storm nerely a horrendous burst of water—agai nst
a recalcitrant Herd, that washed out its best pasture, drowned three foals,
and left erosion gullies where their trails had been, they decided to
cooperate. Unicorns had magic, and Herd magi ¢ was strong, but it was sheer
hubris to oppose an Adept, and that single rem nder sufficed.

Mach was a conplete | oss, but during the Bane-nonths, Tania continued her
unsubt | e campai gn of seduction. When he had an erection during sleep, as nen
did, she teased himunmercifully, suggesting that he had suppressed and
unrequi ted urges. Sometines she joined himunder his blanket.

When he tried to ignore her, she nudged closer, until she was on the verge of
initiating the act. That forced himto get up and nove, erection and all, to
her obvi ous anusenent. For a time he slept with Fleta: riding her as she
grazed. But that was wearing on her, and too much contact with his other
self's lover, and he had to give it up. Yes, Tania was nmaki ng progress. The
irony was that if Bane had been a | ess decent man, he woul d have had | ess
troubl e; he could have warned her off, then struck her when she inpinged, and
she woul d have had to take it lest she forfeit all future opportunities.

But sonet hing el se was happeni ng. She had set out to seduce Bane away from his
alien lover, but the nore he resisted her, the nore personal this challenge
became. The longer he did it politely, showi ng consideration for her dignity
despite his objection to her effort, the nore she cane to respect his

consi stency. Obviously his days of playing were over; he neither yielded to
her nor abused her, being always proper in his actions despite what mnight rage
within him She had to admire that control. She realized one day that this was
a two-way business: while she was maki ng progress in arousing his desire, he
was arousing her own. In fact, she was falling in love with him

That did not abate her effort. It intensified it, because the prior reasons
remai ned; it was sinply that one nore reason had been added. The truth, to her
surprise, was that it was rather pleasant falling in love. It was like sliding
down a snowy hill, reveling in the sensation of notion. Now, instead of using
her artifices in a cal cul ated manner, she used themnaturally. |Instead of
forcing herself to put forth her best physical aspects, so as never to turn
Bane off, she found herself putting forth also her best enpbtional aspects. Her
increasing joy in his conpany buoyed her during the tedious details of the
search. She no longer chafed at the tine it consuned; she would be satisfied
to have it continue indefinitely. She just wanted to be close to him In fact,
now when she joined himas he slept, she did not try to arouse himsexually;
she nerely lay beside him satisfied that he tolerated this nuch. She wi shed
she coul d kiss him but she knew that was forbidden even nore sternly than



sex, because he could not accept it without inplying that he liked her. Wth
men, sex and |ove were two separate things, and of those two, their |ove was
much harder to win.

Fleta, with the attunenent any female had to such things, knew it as soon as
Tania did, yet did not rage against it. Wiy? After some thought, Tania
realized why: the mare understood that she had nothing to lose by this

devel opnent. |If Bane cane to |ove Tania, while Tania did not |ove Bane, the

| everage was hers; if Tania came to |ove Bane, the | everage mght be his. Did
the mare hope that Tania could be weaned away fromthe Adverse Adepts? That
certainly could be.

But there was a conplication. One day when she happened to be briefly al one,
she spied a toad. She stunned it with a glance, then went to step on it. It
was her way to squash toads part way, so that thereafter they could not
survive, but took days to expire in torment. But this time she set her foot on
it and could not squash. It was not that her foot |acked the power, but that
her will did. She did not want to hurt the toad.

She paused to consider this failure, appalled. Then, slowy, she realized the
reason. It was her |ove of Bane: he would never tornent a toad, or any animal.
She could not | ove himw thout partaking somewhat of his qualities, so now she
could not do to a toad what he would not. Not without going against the grain
of her-love. Not wi thout becom ng sonething he was less likely to be able to

| ove. And there was anot her key: she wanted to be |loveable, in his eyes.

Wll, it was a nuisance, but rather than forfeit the strange delight of her
new enotion, she decided to abide by its dictates. "My apol ogy to thee, toad,
for stunning thee," she murmured to it. "In a noment thou willst recover.

Here, | proffer a fly for thee." And she stunned a fat fly that was foolish
enough to pass at that nonent. It dropped before the toad. Soon after the toad
recovered, so would the fly, and the toad would nab the fly before it got

away.

Then she departed, berused by the incident and by its significance. She was
becom ng a gentle creature! She would have to hide this conplication from her
brot her, who definitely would not understand.

They compl eted the unicorns, finding theminnocent of concealing the boy, as
expected. Now nost of a year was gone. The trio had settled into a kind of
camaraderie of famliarity, and Tani a di scovered that she was even getting to
like Fleta. The mare was reliable and forthright, and had a cheery sense of
hunor that often brightened things. In the first weeks she had been subdued
because of her |oss of her son and her dislike of Tania, but as she gradually
becane acclinmatized to the situation her natural nature cane to the fore. She
was no dumb aninmal; her mnd was bright and inquisitive, and she loved a
chal | enge just as Tania did. She was a fan of the Proton Gane, and longed to
return there and play again, but knew she could not. During their off hours
she taught Tania the fundamental s and ways of the Gane, making it interesting.
They played little nock games, meking grids on the ground, |eading to short
foot races or nunbl edypeg or riddl e-questions, and the tine passed pleasantly.
Tani a no | onger wondered why the Proton rovot had cone to | ove her; she was a
| oveabl e creature.

They di scussed the matter of the search, and decided to check the vanpire bats
next. It was Fleta who had suddenly come up with it: "Mayhap he becane not a
bird, but a bat! Mdst the vanps could he fly and be hinmself, and | earn but
one new form"

"Aye!l " Tania exclainmed, joyed by this revelation. In her excitenent she forgot



herself so far as to hug Fleta, then was enbarrassed. It was not that she
detested the touch of an animal, for she did not; it was that she should never
have | et her real enotion show so obviously.

But | ater, reconsidering, she had another thought: Fleta had accepted the hug.
There had been a tinme when the 'corn woul d have reacted by changi ng form and
stabbing violently with her deadly horn. Instead she had hugged back—and t hen
been as enbarrassed as Tania. Tania's devel opi ng appreciation of Fleta had
after all been returned.

A few days |l ater, between Flocks, at a tinme when they were apart from Bane,
Tani a braced her on it. "Methinks despite our best intent, we be becon ng
friends," she said.

"I know thy nature!" Fleta flared. "What a fool | be, e er to be friends to
thee!" But then, after a pause, while Tania waited: "Aye." For anmong her ot her
good qualities was honesty.

"I thought thee but an aninmal, but | have cone to appreciate thy ways."

"I hated thee and all thy kind," the mare returned. "But lately thou hast
changed, or seened to. Softer, nore generous, seeking no |longer to hurt those
who ne'er hurt thee.”

"Thou knowest why."
"Aye."

They pursued it no further. Tania had fallen in love with Bane, and it had
caused her to do what he liked, and that had changed her. But she could
realize that love only at the expense of Agape, the alien fermale, and that
Fleta could not abide. In fact. Agape had formi dable friends in Phaze, for her
tour here had put her into close contact with a nunber of folk. It was said
that she had facilitated the union of the Red Adept and Suchevane, the
beautiful vanpiress, and that their son was nanmed after her. A, for Alien: a
conpliment, not an insult. No, Tania's |ove of Bane was inconpatible with her
friendship with Fl eta—yet both existed. So long as that |ove renai ned

unful filled.

The vanpires too turned out to be clean. The boy—er nore |likely the Adept
Stile—had outsmarted them conpletely, utilizing a hiding place they could not
guess.

So they proceeded nethodically through the various species of Phaze, know ng
that Fl ach coul d have assunmed any form and joined any tribe. The trolls, the
ogres, the elves, the goblins, even the assorted tribes of denons: all had to
be verified, no matter whose allies they called thensel ves.

Years passed. Tania's love for Bane, receiving tol erance but no

acknow edgnent, burned ever nore fiercely. She had al ways been highly
possessi ve and destructive, but this condition so transforned her that she was
neither. She was satisfied just to be with him and to act the way she
bel i eved he liked. This neant no nore deliberate exposures of her body, for
not only did that brand her in his mnd as a slut, his experience in Proton
inured himto the sight of fenale flesh. She no longer tried to join himas he
slept; it was simlarly counterproductive. Ch, he liked the sight and feel of
what she offered, but the fact of the offering generated nmore repulsion in him
than attraction. She had nade herself, at the beginning, an animal to him a
creature to be used rather than |oved, and the uses were limted. So she

| abored constantly to be his ideal of a woman, and it was a chal | enge that



becarme increasingly easy. The npbst alarming thing about it was that she |iked
herself better, too.

Sonmewhere al ong the way, she realized that she had been had: Bane had used
magi ¢ to make hinself imune to her charns. Probably the Rovot Adept had
fashi oned a superi or

spell for his other self. So her case was | ost, and had been al nbst fromthe
outset. Wiy hadn't she caught on | ong before this? Because she hadn't wanted
to. She had become a fool for |ove

As it seemed that the search would never end, it did. They were checking the
wer ewol ves, and suddenly realized that the boy could have doubl ed back to join
t he Pack he had passed on his route with Neysa, having scouted it on the way.
They verified the nunber of pups who had conme to that Pack that year, from

ot her Packs. They knew fromtheir prelimnary survey how many pups renai ned
there, and after allowing for deaths in transit and since, they found the
count skew by one. There was one nmore wolf in Kurrelgyre's Pack than there
shoul d be. That one, they were sure, would prove to be Flach, now four years
ol der than he had been

They paused to take stock. Mach happened to be with themat this tinme, which

meant that the verification would be pronpt. "I believe this is it," he said.
"Qur son will be ours again."
"Aye," Fleta agreed, evincing mxed enotions. "But after four years, 'nongst

t he wol ves, how will he be?"

"A fighting creature,” he said. "And a canny one. Even at four, he and Nepe
fool ed us conpletely. W are liable to have a handful ."

"An he wanted to help the Adepts, he would have hidden not," she said. "Be we
right to force hinP"

"That notion has bothered ne," Mach adnmitted. "So | ong as we could not find
him the matter was noot. Now that we are about to, we have a decision to
make. Do we really want to take himin?"

Fleta did not answer. It was obvious that her enotions were warring: she |oved
her son, and did not |ove the cause of the Adverse Adepts, yet was bound to
serve it.

Mach turned to Tania. "Thee?"

Tania tried to keep her face straight, but such a shock went through her that
she coul d not; her eyes overflowed, and she too was unable to speak

"What game is this?" Mach asked, annoyed.

Now Fl eta found her voice. "Tease her not, ny love; it be not kind."
"What arc you tal king about?" he demanded. "I asked a sinple question."
"Thou di dst bespeak her in our tongue."

"Way, so | did; it is of no consequence, and easy to do here. Wat is your
poi nt ?"

"She | oves Bane."



H s brow furrowed. Like npst males, he was singularly dense about certain
t hi ngs. "So?"

"Therefore she loves thy likeness, e en as | |ove Bane's |likeness."

Still he did not get it. "Bane and | have kept in touch. | gave hima spell to
make hi minmmune from her bl andi shments, having been warned by her other self's
behavior in Proton. If she fell into her own trap, she has only herself to

bl ane. "

"Mayhap. But ill it behooves thee to tease her about it."

"What are you tal king about? | have left her strictly alone! This has al ways
been purely business, and remains so. | asked her for her opinion about
recovering our son."

"Thou idiot!" she flared. "Thou di dst bespeak her 'Thee'! Twice nmore, and it
be—

"The |ikeness of Bane swearing |ove for her," he concluded, finally getting
it. "Yes, | suppose that would be a shock. | apol ogi ze, Tania, for

i nadvertently teasing you." Had there been any doubt of his conplete
indifference to her, this ended it. But he was not Bane.

Tania finally was able to speak. "It be not that; it were a shock | knew fal se
e' en as spoken. It be that an our search end, we three or four need travel
toget her no nore."

"And thou canst be with himno nore," Fleta said.

"She has no call to be with him" Mach said. "He | oves Agape!"

"In Proton-frane," Fleta said.

"That suffices. Wuld you have ne | oving the Proton Tani a?"
That gave Fleta pause. "An she be like this one, now-=

"Nay!" Tania cried. "We all know this be but a trap reversed! | sought to
snare Bane, and was nyself snared. My fate be justice. | bring it up only to
show | can comment not on whether to bring in thy son, Fleta, 'cause | want
the search to end ne'er, fool that | be to 'fess it."

Mach | ooked squarely at her, abruptly quite interested. "Tania, are you saying
that if we bypassed this village, you would not object?"

"Nay! That be treachery to nmy cause!" But she was speaking only part of the
truth. "Yet, an Bane asked ne..."

"Yes, | see you speak truly. But | agreed to serve your side, and | shall not
betray that agreenment, though my heart lies el sewhere. | shall recover ny son
and he shall work on your side. We shall deliver the final power to the
Adverse Adepts. Then, perhaps ny onus will be abated."

"O course," Tania agreed sadly.
"Aye," Fleta said, as sadly.

"I't is a matter of honor," Mach said. "Translucent trusts me, and trusts Bane,
because of it. This is the way it is."



"Aye," the two said together, and turned away.

"In the morning we shall do it." Then he conjured an entire house, stocked
wi th everything a house required, including a separate bedroom for Tani a.

But before she slept, Fleta knocked. "Aye, | would share him w th thine other
self in Proton-frame," she said. "But it be, as he put it, noot."

"Thou dost be a nice person.”
"What willst thou, anon?"

"Thou didst show the way, once." For Fleta, believing her |ove dooned, had
once tried to throw herself off a cliff to her death.

Fl eta was shocked. "But he would cone rescue thee not!"
"Aye. Then it be soon o'er.

"I beg thee, rush not into such!"

Tani a shrugged. "Doubtless | lack the courage, anyway."

That was all; there was no nore to be said. Both of themwere crying,
silently.

6

Nepe

Citizen Purple put through a query: "Troubot, what is the |atest pattern on
wer ewol ves?"

"Sir, it is unchanged since your |last query," the troubl eshooter robot
responded. The machine was not at Purple's site; it was on a special network
that connected only sel ected personnel. It was one of the few self-willed
machi nes still used by the Contrary Citizens, because it was uncannily good at
its job, and related well to each client. There was a difference between

machi nes, and conpati bl e ones were val ued.

The Citizen said a bad word. "Query the boy." This was part of it: Troubot
knew what and whom he nmeant when he wasn't specific.

"Query initiated. WIIl you wait, sir?"

"No. Buzz nme back when you have the new pattern.’
but he never refused a call fromthis nachine.

Purple was a surly brute,

Troubot did not answer. It proceeded about its business. It was paging the
resi dence of Bane, the man from Phaze, who had just transferred in to Proton
When there was no response after a reasonable interval, it paged himat the
resi dence of Agape, his wife.

"Dam thee, Troubot, canst thou not wait?" Bane responded irritably. "I be
romanci ng ny love at the nonent." There were no secrets fromthis machine; it
did not tell.

"Your |ove nmust be del ayed a nmonent," the machi ne responded. "Citizen Purple
requires the latest pattern. You forgot to post your survey report, as usual."



"Thou inpertinent golem It be a full nmonth |I have suffered the tenptations o
the evil female Tania, |onging always for mine own female. | be near to
bursting!"

"I have no synpathy. Make your report."
"Nay! This be nmore urgent!"

But Agape interceded, managing to control her nmirth. "Make your report, ny
love. We don't want to set Purple off."

"The merry hell with Purple! He be no better than his other self in Phaze, and
that be too lowto fathomw th a nagic nmeasuring rod! | have a better subject
to fathom™

Agape cocked her head at him "And just what were these tenptati ons Tania
wor ked on you, that got you so rmuch nore lusty than you ever are with ne?"

"Needs nust | do that report for Purple,” he said quickly.

"Because her other self here in Proton is just |like her, and she seens nuch
smitten with Mach, and so al so perhaps with you. If you really believe she can
of fer you nore—=

"I be on ny way!" he cried, |eaping up despite his evident state of readiness
for their liaison. Agape smled; she knew how to nanage him

So, grudgingly, Bane listed the information gl eaned during the | ast week of
his stay in Phaze. This consisted of routine statistics about Packs checked
and wol f pups shifted between Packs. Such reports had been made throughout the
four-year search, as the party of Bane/ Mach, Fleta and Tani a methodically
canvassed human villages, unicorn Herds, vanpire Flocks and ot her groups,
narrow ng down the remaining hiding places for the child Flach

"Thank you. Bane," Troubot said as he concluded. "Now you may return to your
prior endeavor. | note however that your state of readi ness has di m ni shed; do
you need any assi stance?"

Bane had to | augh. "None thou coul dst provide, rovot! Go about thy business,
and bother me not again this hour."

Troubot did not reply; it had been given a direct conmand, so obeyed it.
However, within its frame of service it had fair l|atitude for discretion, and
woul d i ndeed bother Bane again if it came across news it knew he desired

i mediately. It addressed each client in the nanner specified by that client;
with some it was always serious, and with others, such as Bane, it bantered.
Living fol k soon becanme bored wi th pure business, so Troubot enbellished its
busi ness just enough to provide sonme variety.

This was of course well within the capabilities of a self-willed nachine.
Indeed, it could be difficult at tines to tell whether one was dealing with a
machi ne or a living person. Those on Troubot's net had come to depend on it
increasingly for small services, and sonme even, in a nmanner, |iked the machine
for its personality.

No one, however, suspected it of being anything other than a robot. This was
its victory—because it was not precisely a machine. It had cone into existence
inits present role four years before, just before the child Nepe had

di sappeared. The records showed that it had been manufactured, educated and



tested, but had proved to be out of tolerance for the purpose for which it had
been crafted, so that it had been rejected. Because it was a self-willed

machi ne, it begged indul gence: to be retrained rather than recycled, so that

it would not lose its present consciousness. This appeal had been rejected; it
was not a humanoi d nachi ne, so | acked serf status, and had no right to its
present existence.

Troubot had fled this judgnment. It had shown up at the residence of Ctizen
Whi te and begged sanctuary.

"Sanctuary—for a machine?” the G tizen had asked derisively.

"I will give good service!" Troubot said. "Train nme in whatever you will, and
I will serve loyally. Only keep ne from being scrapped and recycl ed!"

It happened that Citizen Wite had been having trouble w th machines,

requi ring nore sophisticated services than could be well provided by rote
robots. The Contrary Citizens as a group had eschewed the use of the

hi gher-cl ass robots, fearing their subversion by Citizen Blue. It occurred to
her that she m ght indeed have uses for a renegade self-willed machine,
unconnected to the main group of them She could not have it nodified in the
regul ar manner, because that would have entail ed access to its circuits by
self-willed technicians, so she tried training it by hand: telling it what she
wanted, and letting it train itself. Troubot becane her personal attendant,
fixing her hair, applying her nakeup, and dressing her for special occasions.
It did indeed give good service, being pathetically eager to pl ease.

Later she had the machine run errands for her—private ones that she did not
want passed through official circuits. It showed aptitude, and other Citizens
noticed. In due course it was running errands for them too. Wen there were
private trysts to be nade, Troubot coordinated them Tania's |lovely serf
receptioni st Tsetse was nuch in demand in this respect;

Citizens could hire any serfs they chose, and do with them what they chose,

but Tsetse was Tania's enpl oyee, and Tania reserved her for herself, and her
brother Citizen Tan supported her in that. Citizen Purple, working through
Troubot, had gai ned access to Tsetse w thout Tania's know edge. Tsetse had
been willing enough for male contact of any kind, and kept the secret, know ng
that Tania would destroy her if she | earned. Thus Purple owed White, in whose
resi dence the trysts occurred, and accepted Troubot as an entity of
consequence, because the robot was the internediary.

In such manner, over the years, Troubot had become secure in the enpl oynent of
the Contrary Citizens, trusted by all. The self-willed machi nes had | ong since
given up the effort to have Troubot recycled; the protection of the Ctizens
was too potent.

Physi cal l y, Troubot was a wheel ed cylinder with appendages. Most of the tine
Troubot did not nove about, but plugged into the standard networks in order to
do spot research or contact specific Citizens. It noved fromCitizen Wite's
resi dence only when directed to do so. During Wite's absences, Troubot becane
caretaker of the premses. Citizen Wite regarded it as indi spensabl e, and

ot hers did not argue.

But Troubot was not exactly a machine. The records had been slightly nodified
by sophisticated nmeans, so that, after the first few hours, no discovery was
likely. Troubot was two entities: one a machine, the other an alien creature
wi th hurman genes, and abilities few i magi ned. Troubot One was as descri bed,
but was not working under its original title. Troubot Two had taken its place,
and had once been known as Nepe, Agape's child.



Thi s secure masquerade was about to be placed in peril

For Nepe was naturally the first to appreciate the significance of the new
pattern Purple had demanded.

In Phaze, the searching trio was about to close in on the werewol f Pack of
Kurrel gyre. They had cross-checked the pups traveling between Packs, and
di scovered one that didn't fit. This was the one that was Flach

Nepe had served the Citizens with absolute |oyalty, excepting only the

revel ation of her identity. She had even assisted in their search for her
knowing it to be futile; they had never suspected that she could assune the
formof a robot. In this nmanner she had been not only safe, but kept current
on their searches in both frames. She had al so been able to associate with her
parents, so that she had not been nearly as lonely as she m ght have been

I ndeed, she had conme to understand a great deal nore about their private life
toget her than she had before, and in the process had | earned nore about
sexuality than a child was normally told. She had conpared notes with Flach
who had the input of wolf ways, and both had profited. But now she knew t hat
the crisis was upon them again, as it had been when Flach sent her the "hide"
nmessage. Her hiding place was secure, but his was not—and the nonent he was
caught, she would be too, because of their |inkage.

She paused a few m nutes, considering. She dared not wait |ong before
notifying G tizen Purple, but she had to decide her course of action first.
She was ol der now t han she had been, and vastly nore experienced
intellectually, but she knew she woul d have no chance to resist the Citizens
if she were discovered. What shoul d she do?

She had thought this through before, and decided on a risky effort. It seened
to her that its chances of success were at best even—but the consequences of

i naction woul d guarantee the loss of their freedom Now that the crisis had
cone, as she had known it woul d despite hoping for some reprieve, she saw no
better alternative than that risky course.

She woul d have to save Flach from capture.

Nepe set her situation in order as well as she could, arranging things so that
they could proceed nostly automatically. Wen she had adopted this machinelike
form she had al so adopted machi nel i ke ways; her m nd enul ated robotic
circuitry. A sinple directive could acconplish a fairly conplicated task. She
made sure that her body could function with mnimuminput, so that it would
not betray her nature in her absence.

Then she put in a call to Troubot One, using an access code that only the two
of them knew. Troubot answered i medi ately; he was Nepe's closest friend, and
he knew he owed his consci ousness to her. It had been her genius that had
enabl ed himto hide while she enul ated himand got himthe placenment with
Citizen Wite. Once that was secure, they had exchanged pl aces, and he had had
an easy menial job. Later, when Nepe had to hide, she had taken his place
agai n, and he had hidden. Since he was no |onger the object of a search, that
was easy to do; he sinply merged with unwilled machines, intercepting their
orders and performng their tasks hinself. He had excellent adaptive ability,
havi ng been constructed as an all-purpose servitor. His flaw had been in the
brain: it was out of tolerance on the upside. In short, he was too smart and
too i ndependent. But neither as smart nor as independent as Nepe!

"Troubot, | nust do sonething dangerous,” she informed him "I will be of



limted function for a while. You nust watch ne, and substitute for ne if |
get confused. There is great danger."

"Let me do this dangerous task for you!" he pleaded. "I |ove you, and woul d
not let you be hurt.”

"I love you too, Troubot." She knew how that could be, too, because her father
used Uncle Mach's robot body in Proton. It was natural that she should enul ate
her mother, and | ove a machine, or the equivalent. It was hardly necessary to
be in humanoid formin order to love! "But this thing | nust do nyself. Here
is my update on current activities."

"I can readily handl e these," he agreed. "But this danger—

"I may be going sonewhere," she explained. "Another mnd rmay use ny body. |
fear it is not safe to tell you nore. Just protect this one as you would ne."

"That | shall do," he agreed. He sent a trace current that translated as
enotion: concern, appreciation, |oyalty.

"Thank you, Troubot," she replied, sending a simlar surge.

Then she braced herself for the suprene effort. What she contenpl ated had
never been done before, but she believed it was possible. It was the only way
to do what had to be done, so it had to be possi bl e!

When she was as ready as she could be, she did another new thing: she
contacted Flach w thout using the cover of their fathers' contact. Flach

Fl ach!

H s response was startled. Nepe! There be no cover!

This is an energency, she returned. They know where you are. They are cl osing

in. You can't escape.

W have had wind of their approach. | nust try to get away! | have a plan. If
they capture nme, they'll nake ne betray thee, and then they' |l have us both.

| know, Flach. But they are not going to be fooled. That's why | nust save
you. My hiding place is safe. W must exchange. You hide here; | will hide
your body there.

But we can ne'er—

Yes we can! W are opposite selves. | know it!

But we be nmle and fenal e!

Doesn't matter. My substance can assune either sex. Now do it, before they
tune in and | ocate us this way.

Fl ach, realizing that crazy as this seenmed, it was their only chance, agreed.
But first | must get to a private place, and warn ny wol f-mates. They wil |
hel p; they can be trusted.

| hope so. Nepe knew the nanes of the wolves; he had told her of the
oat h-fri endshi ps when they occurred. She gave himtine to do what he needed.

It turned out to be nore conplicated than they had thought. The oath-friends



i nsisted on hel ping. They pointed out that it would be me next day before the
Adept party arrived. They would go on a hunt, the four of them and make their
first Kill. That would be their pretext for ranging far fromthe Pack. Wen
they were far enough away, they would make a break for it, and the Adepts
woul d not be able to catch them It would be dark, and the cover of night
woul d hel p; the Adepts m ght even sleep through it.

Nepe had to agree that this was worth trying. If he could get free wthout
havi ng to exchange, it would save thema lot of trouble. She was afraid that
the Adepts or the Citizens would tune in on their conmunications, but since
t hey had never done this openly before, it mght be that no one was checki ng
NOW.

The wol ves organi zed i medi ately. Kurrelgyre, pleased with their initiative,
approved, and even suggested an appropriate region to hunt, where rabbits were
plentiful this season. The four assumed wol f-forns and noved out together

There were no comuni cations for a time. Nepe knew that Flach was sparing her
the dull details of a run through forest and fields, as well as protecting
them both from di scovery by keeping his contact limted. He would be in touch
when sonet hi ng happened.

Just at dusk he called her. Nepe! | made a kill! | got a rabbit, all by
nysel f. Sirel got another

But you didn't go to make a kill! she protested.

| didn't expect to nake a kill! he corrected her. But it be the pretext, and

it be asignificant thing in wolven terms. Now Sirel and | can assune our
third syllables, and can commit to our first mating, and take the fourth.

Mating! Flach, you are too young!

Nay, wolves can do it sooner than human folk. It takes not, but be good
experience. It would be abnormal for us to do it not as soon as possible. O
course the first mating be ne'er the one for |ater breeding; that partner be
forbidden. It be a thing best arranged between oath-friends, which we be.

Nepe realized that Flach's main protection was in his simlarity to the other
wol ves of the Pack. The |onger he could act like a wolf while ranging farther
fromthe Pack, the better chance he night have to get away. Mate with her
then, and get it over with! she thought ungraciously.

Nay, we mate not actually now. She be not in heat; she be too young for that.
Then don't mate with her! Just keep noving out!

But we rnust needs commit. There be a cerenmpbny. It nust be done properly, so
that the naming be legitimte.

Nepe was exasperated. Such a conplication had never occurred to her, and in
truth she was sonmewhat jeal ous of the manner his society allowed himto step
into an adult enulation so young. But if there was any hope that this would
enable himto win free on his owmn—

They went through their cerenpny of Conmitnent. It was, it seened, sonmewhat
like a betrothal. Wien Sirel achieved her first heat, in perhaps tw years,
Barel woul d be the one she sought for her maiden mating. O her nales would
respect that, know ng she was pl edged. Thus their initiation into full adult
status woul d be nmutual. Never again thereafter would they mate with each



other; it would be a rite of passage, not a breeding or permanent association

In due course the two other wolves were willing to bear witness that a

Conmi tment had occurred. Flach could now adopt Si as his final syllable, and
Sirel could adopt Ba as hers. Thus they were Barelsi and Sirelba, each with
another syllable to be inserted third when their kills were recogni zed by the
Pack. QCath-friends and first mates—+t was a significant occasion for them
both. Henceforth they woul d be considered borderline adult, though sone | eeway
for growing would be allowed. In the frame of Proton, the equival ent would be
cal | ed adol escence.

But we nust needs carry our kills back to the Pack, Flach thought. O herwi se
No! Nepe protested. You nmust get far away!

Then Fl ach saw a dragon flying, pursuing what appeared to be a great circle
around the region where the Pack was canped. This was not normal behavior for
a dragon; obviously it was acting as an agent for the Adepts. Any wol f who
strayed too far would be a target of suspicion

Nepe was ready to throw things at walls, but she had to concede that normal
wol f behavior was in order. They had to head home to the Pack

Dar kness cl osed before they reached it. This was a decent pretext to halt and
canp. Flach and Sirel ba shared their rabbits with the other twd, saving the
pelts and skel etons for evidence. Then the four settled down to sleep

But by norning the Adept party was at the wolf canp. Nepe |earned this when
Mach sent the nessage; they had noved quickly in order to prevent any wol ves
fromdeparting. Flach could not return.

He explained this to the others. "Then we will help thee flee," Sirel ba
growed in wolf talk. "We will lead the pursuit astray so that thou canst get
free. "

But it would take nore than that. Flach knew the powers of his father, and
realized that no sinple diversion would suffice. They would all four shortly
be captive. Now we must exchange, Nepe said with regret. Now we nust needs
exchange, Flach agreed. W shall assume human form for | doubt thou canst be
a wol f.

Fl ach concentrated and sang a spell of exchange. Nepe sinply willed herself
into Phaze and into his body. They had never tried this before, but both knew
how their fathers did it; they had tuned in on the patterns of magic and
concentration many tinmes, and knew themwell. They imtated those patterns.

Nepe suffered vertigo. Then she stunbled and al nost fell.

She was in human form standing under a tree in the conpany of three other
children of her age. Al were clothed, and so was she; that started her, unti
she realized that it was the way of Phaze. One was a lovely dark-haired girl
anot her was a tawny-haired girl; and the third was a shaggy brown-haired boy.
The first girl would be Sirelba, the second Terel, and the boy Forel

"I am Nepe," she said as she recovered her equilibrium

"We know," Sirelba said. "But we shall call thee Barelsi, that thy nature be
not betrayed in speech. Wat be thy ruse for escape?"

Nepe gazed around, still awed by her success. This really was Phaze! "Are we
private?"



"Aye. W be beyond the range of yon dragon, and we can sniff hostile nagic
when it intrudes. But we know not how | ong before the net closes. Needs mnust
we act soon, ere the magic cone."

Nepe knew that the three were oath-friends to Flach, and that they would never
betray him But she had a reservation. "You know that Fl ach—+ mean Barel si —was
never one of your kind. Can your Caths of Friendship be bindi ng?"

"They be binding," the girl assured her. "Species matters not. Many o' this
Pack be oath-friend to Neysa Unicorn."

"And your Conmitment-how can it be honored if you help Barelsi get away, and
he hi des el sewhere and you never see hi m agai n?"

"I will wait till he cone to me," Sirelba said sinply. "An he can, he will
cone. An he can not, | wll seek him"

"What if he is dead?"

"I will avenge him"

"As will we," Terel said. "As he would for us."
Nepe was inmpressed. "How do you feel about hinP I mean, | know you nade an
oat h, but you rmust have sone private inpressions.”

"I love him" Sirelba said. "Ne'er could we be |ifemates, because we be
counted as fromthe same packlet; we must breed outside it. So | glean o' him
what | can: first mating.

An he die ere it be done, our other oath-friend Forel will do it. An | die,
Terel will fill for nme. But | would die for himregardl ess. He be the best
mal e o' ny generation | know, though he be not true wolf."

"But | am not he. \What of nme?"

"Thou dost be his other self. W help thee as we help him Canst thou save his
body from capture?"

"I hope so. But I will need your closest cooperation.”
"Thou willst have it. Wat—=

Sirel ba paused, and the other two reacted simlarly. "The net!" Fore
whi sper ed.

"Stay close!" Nepe said. "I nust do magic, and |'ve never done it before!"
Then she chant ed:

O Fog and O Snoke

The curse o' Proton-frame—
Pol | ution invoke

That we may play a gane!

| mredi ately there was a stirring in the air, as of a stormformng. It was
wor ki ng! She had known it should, but feared it would not. There was no storm
instead it was nore like a dust devil stirred up by a gust across a dry plain.
The effect expanded rapidly, rising to cloud the sky and spreading to include
the small group.



"Drop to the ground!" Nepe cried. "Breathe through the turf! Keep your eyes
closed until it thins!" She nmade an exanple by flinging herself down and
burrowi ng her face into the ground.

The others stood for a nmonent bermused. Then the swirling black vapors caught
them and they broke into paroxysns of coughing. Suddenly they understood:
this was poi son! They got down and sought the filtration of the natural soil,
while the foul cloud washed over them

It took some tinme for the awful fog to thin. Finally Nepe sat up. Her eyes
were bl eary and her breathing | abored, but she could handle it, having known
what to expect. "It will ease gradually," she gasped. "Now we nust arrange our
escape. "

Forel roused hinself. "But the net!" He coughed, then recovered. "They watch!"

She smiled. "Not any nore. | made a spell of nmagic pollution; we experience
only the peripheral effects."

"The what ?"

She realized that young werewol ves woul d not be exposed to the technical termns
of Proton technol ogy. "Wat we feel is at the edge, and is weak; what is at
the center is strong, and that is the pollution—+he snoke and fog—that
obscures magic. | learned this spell fromthe Oracle, who put it out on
general information at the behest of Citizen Blue. That way | could learn it

wi t hout giving away nmy hiding place. It seened a pointless exercise at the
time, and few people even noticed; Blue does crazy things every so often, |ike
maki ng public love in vats of green gelatin. |I knew he hoped | would find use
for it, and now | have. No magi c net can spy on us now-hot until the fog
clears.”

Forel nodded, smiling. "What makes us cough, gives the Adepts a real illness!"
"C ose enough. Now under this cover we nust act. They will be checking each
creature who seeks to leave this region. | nmust be of a formthey will not
suspect . "

"But canst thou change forns as Barel si coul d? He knew nman, wolf, bat and
‘corn, and in secret worked on others he dared not assune |est he be
di scovered. Likew se he dared not do magic, though he be talented init."

"He worked on ogre, dragon and harpy forms," she agreed. "And cloud magic. He
thought to infiltrate the enenmy ranks, where they woul d not suspect. But he
knew t hat the net would catch himin the change, so he didn't dare. But no, |
can not change forns; mnmy nmother Agape was here once, and it took her a |ong
time and nuch m schief to change forns. | know better than to try. The Adepts
wi Il check all creatures anyway, and know who is not natural. That was why
Barel si knew he was trapped.”

Sirel ba had roused herself and become somewhat acclimatized to the choking
environnent. "Harpy forn? But he be male!"

"Perhaps you natural form changers are confined to the same sex. W are not
sure that holds for Adept form changers. Barelsi wanted to try the harpy form
and see whether it was possible. NONthat we have exchanged m nds, | believe
it is possible, for | ama female mind in his body. Only the natural body is
fixed; the others can be adapted for size and appearance, and | think sex
woul d be one of the options. But that is not the point: had he so changed, the



net woul d have caught the flare of magic, and the Adepts woul d have known."
"Mayhap, " Sirel ba agreed, awed.

"Now, with the pollution spell, such form changes can not be acconplished. The
eneny woul d have caught the flare of ny spell, but its very nature quickly
made that usel ess. The three of you nmust not try to resune your wol f forns;
the spell would interfere, and you mght get into serious trouble. So we nust
change our fornms another way."

"Anot her way?" Terel asked, the last to rouse herself. Her eyes were
stream ng; the pollution was affecting her worse.

"Makeup. We need clay, or sonething simlar. Sonething that can be nol ded, and
will dry in place and keep its shape.™

"There be fish-nest lining in the nearby stream" Forel said. "It be much Iike
clay, and holds its shape, but ne'er dries out conpletely. It be

fl esh-col ored. Wuld that do?"

"Excellent! W nust go there imredi ately."

They led her to the stream uncertain what she had in mnd. The water was
clear, and the pollution was | ess intense near it; Terel |lay down beside it

and found sone relief.

"Now we rmust convert this body to female, and one of you girls to male," Nepe
sai d, undressi ng.

"Bitches," Sirel ba said.
"What ?"
"W be bitches. Fenml e wol ves."

"Ch. Yes. Do you see the nature of this ruse?"

"They will catch and hold the males, not the bitches!" Sirel ba excl ai ned.
"They will let these pass!"

"Yes. Unable to verify us nmagically, they will do it physically; Two nal es,
two fenmal es—by the tinme they realize their error, | should be past their net."

She frowned. "But there may be danger. \Wen they learn that they have been
decei ved—

"A wlf lives by danger," Forel said bravely, and the two bitches agreed. "W
shal | decoy them and deceive them and take the consequence. They can not be
too cruel, for our Pack would react."

"The hair!" Sirel ba exclained. "Thy hair be dark, Iike mne; thou canst not
pass for Terel."

Nepe nodded. "Good point. You and | must exchange appearances.”

They went to it. They packed fish-nest |ining about their crotches, nasking
their genitals. Nepe's masculine appendage had to be fol ded down and covered,
while Sirelba required an artificial appendage. Forel had great fun shaping it
for her, to her enbarrassnent. Wl ves were open about natural functions, but
this reversal of roles was a new experience for the bitch.



"But watch out how thou pissest!" he said.

That made Nepe pause. "Can we nmake it possible? W may be many hours in these
di sgui ses. Sonething like that could ruin everything!"

They discussed it, and concluded that it was best to do it artfully. They
poked a thin stick through the clay, and drew it out as the substance set.
This left a channel, so that Sirelba would be able to urinate through it,
carefully, if she had to. They nade a simlar channel in Nepe's clay, slanting
fromthe tip of her penis to the appropriate site on the surface. "But watch
out that thou dost not get a boner!" Forel warned.

Nepe wasn't sure what he neant, but a nonent's reflection clarified the
reference. It would be very awkward, perhaps even a fatal conplication (one
that woul d give her away), if her penis were to change its shape while the
clay was on, and break out of its confinenent. She understood that this could
happen involuntarily; she hoped that this would not occur in the next few
hour s.

By the time the job was done, and the fish-clay had solidified, they were well
into night. They were tired, but could not afford to rest. The escape had to
be acconplished by dawn, because sunlight would dissipate the pollution spell.

They made hasty pl ans, then set out.

Forel went east, Terel went south, and Nepe and Sirel ba went west. Since the
Pack canp was north, they were fleeing it. They knew this would bring

suspi cion on them but since they al so knew that the Adepts were sure Flach
was here, this made no difference

They followed the major trails. There really wasn't nuch choice, when they
were in a hurry, because traveling by night was dangerous anywhere el se. The
trails were cleared, so that they could readily sniff and hear |urking
predators, and they could travel rmuch nore swiftly on them Their human bodies
were ill adapted to hurry through uncharted brush, but conpetent enough for
the trails.

They knew that all the wolves would be heading in to the Pack for the assenbly
required, by the Adepts. But the presence of the pollution fog would be signa
enough of their attenpt to escape. Al the trails leading out fromthe origin
of the cloud would be watched, probably by the Adept party, not trusting any
other creatures to do the job. Three nenbers, three escaping trails: one to
each. The Robot Adept, whose travel nmagic would remain despite the fog, would
take the others to two of the trails, and would guard the third hinself.

It was in fact like a Proton Game, Nepe thought. She had to guess which trai
was safest, and Flach's father Mach had to guess which one Nepe woul d choose.
The odds favored her: she had two chances in three to be on the trail that the
robot did not check. Because Mach woul d know her; he was too clever to be
deceived by her ruse. If he intercepted her, she was lost. But if one of the
others intercepted her, she could escape. Flach had been a werewol f for four
years, and had the werewol f | ook and snell; Fleta would hardly know hi m now,
and Tania woul d know hi monly by description. In a pressure situation, one of
those two was liable to make a nmistake. The odds m ght be two to one in favor
of such an error.

Nepe understood the dynam cs of chance, because it was integral to the Proton
Gane. Two chances in three of getting a foolable interceptor; tw chances in
three of fooling that person. That figured to four or five ninths of a chance
to get free, depending on the system About even. The odds overall were not



i deal, but they were a |lot better than what otherw se of fered. That was the
best she could do for Flach

Now, as she hurried with Sirel ba along the path, she contacted her other self.
Fl ach! Are you ready to exchange back?

Aye! Anytinme! This franme nystifies ne!

Stay alert. Once | win free, you nmust return, because you can change forns as
| can not.

As dawn approached, the fog was thinning; she knew she had to conplete her
pl oy before day took over, because it depended on the presence of the fog that
fuzzed out the magic of the others. The sooner the better, for this
confrontati on!

Then, abruptly, it canme: a cloaked figure stood athwart the path. Wich one
was it?

"You know what to do," she said to Sirel ba.
"Aye."

They sl owed as they approached the figure. It was Tania! Nepe felt the thril
of incipient victory.

Then Sirel ba broke fromthe path, scranbling through the rough brush, heedl ess
of the scratches. Tania turned to face her. Nepe felt the surge of mmgic as
the BEvil Eye manifested. Sirelba stunbled and fell

"Nay!" Nepe cried, running toward Tania. "Spare him Adept! | love him W be
prom sed first mates!" Tania wal ked toward the fallen figure.

Nepe pursued. "Take me instead. Adept! Watever he has done, | will redeenm |
beg t hee!"

Tani a turned and peered at Nepe. The woman's eyes in the dusk of the night
seened to gl ow. Suddenly Nepe understood the power of those eyes; they were
seeing right through her

Then the woman resumed her focus on Sirel ba. She squatted beside the body and
poked at the clothing. "Aye, this be the male, and dark," she nmurmured. "This
be he, at last."

"Nay!" Nepe cried, and such was her animation in the tension of this role that
she really was crying; tears were flowing. "He be nothing to thee! Ch, let him
go, Adept!”

Sirelba stirred. "Get away fromhere, girl," she rasped. "You will only
ant agoni ze her."

"Cood advice, bitch,"” Tania said.

Nepe backed away. "Ne'er will | forget thee, ny Prom sed!"

Then, feigning reluctance, she turned and wal ked on al ong the path. The fina
pl oy had worked. She had gotten past!

When she was safely out of sight, she thought to her other self again. Flach
Now exchange—and get far gone from here!



They made their joint effort, and again Nepe felt the disorientation. Then she
was back in her robotic body in Proton

She had done it! She had exchanged, and used her one spell, and her ability to
act |ike what she was, a girl, and had sprung Flach fromthe trap! Meanwhile
Fl ach had been secure here, unsuspected.

Suddenly she was very tired. She slept.

Sone tine later Flach called: Nepe, our fathers be comruni cati ng now, we can
tal k.

Where are you? she asked joyfully.

Wth Phoebe Harpy. She be independent now, though her Flock aligns with the
Adepts, and will betray ne not. | be in harpy form They will ne'er |ook for
nme here!

I"'mso glad, Flach! But what of Sirel ba? She decoyed for us—

I could check not directly, but Phoebe says Mach cane and knew on the instant

her nature, yet oddly showed no ire. They let her go unharned. | be glad, for
she—
A thrill of alarmran through her. No ire? Flach, | fear—

Then he caught on. Atrap for thee! O Nepe, if this be so—
Cease contact! she thought.

He cut off imediately. Now Nepe had to make a decision: should she sit tight,
hopi ng the Adepts and Citizens had not used her contact with Flach to trace
her, or should she make a break for it? She had several alternative hideouts;
she coul d di sappear as Troubot and assume a new and quite different form But
if they were closing in on her, she would not have tine, and anyway, she did
not want the real Troubot to take the brunt of their wath. They m ght even be
waiting for just such a break, to confirmher identity.

She and Fl ach had gone into hiding because they wanted to help G tizen Bl ue
and the Adept Stile, rather than the Contrary Ctizens and the Adverse Adepts.
They had | earned how to communi cate with each other, but could not explain to
their grandfathers how they did it. Their conmunication was nore versatile
than that of their fathers, because they did not have to overlap
geographically in their frames. That ability would be invaluable to either
side, but nore so to Blue and Stile, because those two did not conmuni cate at
all.

Bl ue believed that if the Oracle could anal yze how Nepe did it, it could give
the key to others—but if Grandpa Blue had taken Nepe to the Oracle, the
Citizens woul d have snooped and | earned everything. So they hadn't risked it.
But now that her ability was known, she had nothing to | ose by going to the
O acl e—except that the Citizens would never allowit, because it would help
mainly Citizen Blue. What a conplicated ness!

If only she had been able to remain hidden |onger, until the grandfathers
found some way to get her together with the Oracle secretly! Maybe, if she got
t hrough this w thout being discovered, that woul d happen

She decided to sit tight. But her mind was whirling. Suppose Tania had



recogni zed her, and deliberately let her go? Then told Mach, who coul d have
used his magic to trace Flach's route—and |l et himseemto escape so that he
woul d gi ve away any ot her acconplices he had, and in the end contact her in
Proton while Mach was |istening? Wile he was only pretending to be

conmuni cating with Bane, actually attuned to Flach's conmmuni cation with her
Nepe? OF course he would not be angry about Sirel ba; all was goi ng according
to his plan! Had they caught Nepe at the edge of the fog, she would have
refused to contact or exchange with Flach, and he woul d have remai ned safely
hi dden.

The | onger she thought about it, the nore certain she becane that all was
| ost. Thus she was hardly even surprised when she received a call from Bane:

"Nepe, we have you spotted. Please resune your natural formand return to our
custody; we shall not harmyou."

It was over. They had | ocated her. She would not be able to hel p G andpa Bl ue
after all.

She nelted. The netal -hard facade of her four-year formdissolved. This was
necessary for her to resume her human form-but it was al so her way of
collapsing in grief.

4
Neysa

Neysa cane again to take the boy, four years after the last tine. She trotted
up to the Red Denesnes just as if nothing had changed, and Flach was waiting
for her, Mach standi ng behind him But the boy had changed; he was eight years
old instead of four, healthy with his years of outdoor |iving anong the

wol ves. He | ooked wonderf ul

Fl ach stepped forward to neet her—and his face cl ouded over w th nixed
enotions. "O Ganddam how glad | be to see thee again!" he cried, and hugged
her neck; but her falling mane conceal ed the tears on his face.

She knew why. He was glad to see her—but also sad to be captive. For there was
no doubt of his status now, he was in the power of the Adverse Adepts, and
they would not | et himget away again. Neysa's own conplicity in his prior
break was of course known, but she could not be touched because she was of
Stile's canp and expected to do his bidding. But this tinme she would deliver
the boy to Stile; the ploy of his hiding was over.

Fl ach mounted, and she set off, not deigning to acknow edge the rovot. She
foll owed the same route she had the last time, know ng what the boy would
want .

She felt his mood |Iighten as they approached the Wrewol f Denesnes. He woul d
get to see his friends in passing. He could not remain, but at |east they
coul d exchange greetings.

The main portion of the Pack was not-so-nysteriously absent, but three young
wol ves were present. "O G anddam may |?" Flach begged.

Neysa halted by the three, and Fl ach di snounted. He assuned wolf form and
sniffed noses and tail with each of the three in turn. Then all assuned hunman
form and Flach enbraced each. "O Forel!" he exclaimed to the brown-haired
boy. "O Terel!" to the tawny-haired girl. And, last, to the pretty

bl ack-haired girl, "O Sirel bal Thou didst do so well for nel"



"It be Sirelnoba now, nmy Prom sed,"” she infornmed himgently, hugging him
closely. "They granted me ny Kill."

"Wwuld | had been there, to cheer for thee and gain mne own nane!"
"They gave it thee," she said. "Barel nosi."

"They gave it me?" he asked, amazed. "But they knew then | be not o' the
Pack!"

"They knew then thou wast grandpup o' Neysa—and Stile."
"But there was none to grow for ne!"
"There were three to grow for thee."

Fl ach hugged her nmore tightly, his tears flow ng again. "Mist needs | go now,
but I will see thee when I can, and when—

"Aye," she agreed.

Then the three resuned wolf form and Fl ach renpbunted Neysa. He coul d have run
al ong beside her in wlf form but it was inmportant that his status be clear
for the watching Adepts

Neysa resumed her notion. Flach waved to the standi ng wol ves, then sought her
mane again for his tears.

Neysa trotted on, still following the route they had taken, sharing the boy's
nostalgia. It had been a fine ploy they had made, and it had won the Adept
Stile four nore years of parity, and Citizen Blue the same in Proton. It had
al so given Flach excellent experience in another culture. She would have
preferred that he obtain it anong the unicorns, but of course that woul d have
been too obvious. Certainly Kurrelgyre's Pack was a worthy alternative. She
remenbered when she had net the werewolf for the first tinme, at the

t hen- pal ace of the Oracle; they had al nost come to combat, being hereditary
enemi es. But Stile had nade peace between them and | ater nade them

oat h-friends, and that was part of the good he had brought to Phaze.

She loved Stile, of course. She always had, since he had mastered her and
freed her. No other human man coul d have done the first, no other would have
done the second. She had done what she could for him beconing his transport,
his guardian and his lover until he went to the Lady Blue. Hunman bei ngs had
al ways taken animal |overs, but never animal spouses; it was the way of it.
Until Fleta—

She put a firm hoof on that thought. She had not, could not approve; yet the
seem ngly inpossible had happened, and here was Fl ach, representing the union
of the lines of man with unicorn, and of the Iines of Neysa and Stile. It
seened likely that in time the boy would nate with a werewol f, and thereby
include that line also in the unity. Thus in Phaze woul d occur what was
occurring in Proton: the integration of the major elenents of the frane.

She coul d not support this, but now, know ng Flach and knowi ng of his other
sel f Nepe, who had denonstrated singular verve and conpetence, she could not
condemn it either. Perhaps the old, isolated ways woul d have to go. Perhaps
that was better. Certainly she supported Stile, and if he believed this was
the way to go, he must be right. But he had not supported it before; he, like
she, had opposed the marri age between species. And he, |ike she, had cone to



accept the result, because his objection had been rooted not in any anti pathy
to mingling (as she knew) but in his need for an heir to the Bl ue Denesnes.
The younger generation had proven hi mwong, and now he supported the union
but coul d not undo the damage done by his former opposition

Neysa, simlarly, was left with little or no tail to swish against this
particular fly. She had turned her horn against her filly Beta when Fleta

i nsi sted on maki ng an open, permanent |iaison with ne gol em who occupi ed
Bane's body. Now that gol em had become the Rovot Adept, with nore nagica
power than any other, and had sired Flach. It was not the way of the unicorn
to admit error and reverse position. She had done it only when coerced by
directive of the Herd Stallion. There were none to coerce her sinilarly now
She was | ocked into a position of increasing social founder

They reached the place where the boy had urinated, setting up his ruse. She
st opped, and he di snmounted and went through the notions; in this manner he
showed his unicorn heritage, his need to re-experience prior actions, to
assune his new orientation. They paused where she had hel ped the pups escape
t he dragon. Those pups were now secure in their new Pack

Beyond this region, she had carried the goleminstead of the boy. So effective
had this exchange been that she had not realized at what point it had
occurred—and that had been part of the ploy. If she hadn't known, how coul d
anyone el se know? So Flach had escaped, and it had taken the Adepts four years
to recover him

They stopped before reaching the Herd Demesnes. Neysa was no | onger young, and
prol onged running was not as easy for her as it had been. She needed tinme to
rest and graze. So Flach dismounted in a broad meadow, giving her the

remai ning two hours of the day.

Then he surprised her. He assuned his unicorn form and grazed with her. He
was not yet grown, but was a fine figure of a colt, with a black coat I|ike
hers, and bl ue socks. He played a note on his horn, inviting her to join him
Hi s horn's sound nost resenbl ed what the human folk called a recorder, or

per haps a wooden flute, in the alto range. Pour years ago it had been soprano;
as he grew and matured, it would descend to the tenor range. H's tone was
neither full nor distinctive, and his key was uncertai n—but of course he had
not assuned this formin four years, and had become i nexperienced in it.

She sounded her own horn, with its harnmonica flavor, setting himstraight on
the key. Then, as they grazed, they played, and his sound becane attuned,
until in due course it was fair rather than poor. She showed hi msone of the
nuances of mel ody, and taught him sinple harnony. The resulting duet would
never be competitive in the Unilynpics, but it was a nice enough start. She
was quite pleased, for the sound and for the effort he was nmaki ng. She
renenber ed decades back, when she had taught Fleta simlarly, and Fleta had
devel oped her uni que doubl e-note techni que on her panpi pe horn, and—

Down cane the hoof again. Those nenories should be expunged! Fleta had done
t he unpar donabl e.

Yet, gl ancing sidelong at Flach grazing beside her, she wished again that it
was ot herw se.

They grazed on into the night, and it was very satisfying. The creatures of
the night cane out, the mice and ows and goblins, and spied the unicorns and
remai ned noderately clear. Goblins could be bad when roused and organi zed, but
these were nerely foraging individually, avoiding trouble. Just the same, she
kept an ear on them one could never be quite sure about goblins.



They slept on their feet, still grazing. In the norning they were rested and
fed; it had been a good night.

Fl ach assumed human form "Let me take a turn. Grand- dam Let me carry thee!"

She assumed her woman form "Thou be not yet grown, Flach," she said. "Thou
must not carry a load; it would warp thy linbs."

"Not if thou wast in thy firefly form" he countered.

She hoped she would not regret this, but she did want himto get experience.
She coul d resunme her natural formif any threat manifested. Actually, the
Adepts were watching; they would act if they thought it necessary. She wanted
to keep themout of this, but it was a kind of reassurance.

She assumed firefly form hovering in the air. He became a unicorn again. She
flew to his head and perched between his ears, near his horn, clinging to his
f orel ock.

He started off, going west, toward the Herd. At first his gait was irregular
but gradually he got it into shape and his stride became steadier. Practice
woul d i nmprove this, too

But soon a dragon appeared, flying up fromthe south. It spied what it took to
be a young, inexperienced unicorn, and canme in for sone fun and perhaps a
meal . It was not |large, and woul d have been no threat to Neysa herself, but
she wasn't sure about Flach. She noved, getting ready to take off, so she
could get clear of himand assune her natural form

"Nay, Granddam " he protested in passable horn talk. "Let ne handle it."

He had big ambitions! If he was no better using his horn for conmbat than he
had been using it for nmusic at first, that dragon woul d make short work of
him Still, she could act at the last nmonent if she had to. She remained in
pl ace.

The dragon circled once, naking sure that this young unicorn was as isol ated
as he looked. Then it lined up for a strafing run, its fire building.

Fl ach played a strange nel ody on his horn, fouling it up with attenpted horn
tal k. Then she realized that he was trying to nake magi c. As a human bei ng, he
could do magi c, and he had been |l earning spells four years before. Surely he
had continued to think about themduring his long hiatus as a werewol f. Now he
had a chance to use what he had devised. But to attenpt it in 'corn form+that
was odd indeed! Could it possibly work?

A cloud forned above them It expanded rapidly, pulsing with sickly colors.
Fromthis angle it was hard to tell exactly what its whol e shape was, but it
seened rather |ike—yes, a floating human head! It had a wild tangle of yell ow
hair that fuzzed into invisible vapor, and two great red eyes, a bul bous nose,
and a huge purple nouth-orifice with enornmous buck teeth.

The dragon saw this apparition, and veered aside. Had something conme to help
the unicorn? But it circled back, realizing that there was no solidity to the
thi ng. What was not solid could not hurt, and could be ignored.

The dragon canme in again, and this time there was no doubt it neant business.
The fire was starting to conme; in a nonent things would be very hot here!
Neysa spread her wings.



"Nay, Granddam " Flach protested. "I be ready!"

Quite nervous now, she neverthel ess remained clinging to his forel ock. \Wat
did this foolish child have in m nd?

Fl ach bl ew anot her horn-tal k mel ody. The apparition's grotesque nmouth pursed.
Fromit spurted a gush of green liquid. The stuff hurtled toward the dragon
Before the creature could react, the jet splashed into its snoot.

The dragon let out a grow of surprise and dismay. It wavered crazily in the
air, abruptly clawing at its head. The green stuff was not splattering free;
it was clinging gelatinously, cutting off the dragon's breath. Its fire,
stifled, whooshed out w thout direction

And the liquid clung even to the fire, form ng huge bubbles. The dragon
i nhal ed—and the green goo was sucked in too, causing it to choke.

Neysa could wait no | onger. She spread her wi ngs, took off, flew to the side,
and resumed unicorn form "Wat be that green?" she demanded in horn talk.

"Lime gelatin," Flach replied. "Nepe told ne o' it. It be used in Proton to
westle in, or to mate in, or as a Consequence when soneone | oses a wager."

"Celatin?" It was not possible to be as specific in horn talk as in human
tal k; she did not know of this substance.

"Well, it be not exactly that, but an imtation that be yet gunkier," he
honked with childish relish. "It clings amfully, and nakes bubbl es, and just
gets worse as it dries. She says it be water-soluble, so washes off readily,
but met hinks the dragon will think not to wash."

I ndeed, the dragon was not thinking of water at all. It veered alnpbst into a
tree, barely dodged it, and flew up, still scratching at its nose. Bubbl es of

gelatin were all around it, nmaking it | ook even nore grotesque than the
f og- f ace.

Neysa was not nuch for practical jokes, but she had to admt that this was a
rare prank to play on a dragon. The boy was a child; he had done a childish
thing. But it had been effective, and that was what counted.

Al the same, she decided to resune the regul ar node of travel. Flach returned
to human form and she carried himon to the Herd.

Fl ach grew pensive again as they approached the Bl ue Denmesnes. He had been
joyful only when squel ching the dragon, Neysa realized in retrospect; at other
ti mes he had seemed subdued or preoccupied. She had assumed this was because
of his loss of freedom He had, she judged, really |iked being anong the

wer ewol ves, and was nore than somewhat smitten with the dark-furred bitch whom
he had Prom sed. Naturally it was depressing to | eave those friends who had
supported himso loyally. But he |iked Neysa and his human grandparents too;

t hat was obvious. Wiy, then, did he seemreluctant to join Stile and the Lady
Bl ue?

Wl |, perhaps he felt guilty for hiding, these four years. It had been a joint
conspi racy, but he had kept his location secret fromStile as well as the
Adverse Adepts. Yet he had had to do that; they all knew that. Any contact
with Stile would have been intercepted by the Adepts, and led themto him So
that could not be it.



They arrived, and Flach greeted his grandparents wi th genui ne ent husi asm
Neysa, assumi ng human formto enter the castle, thought she had been m staken
Fl ach was after all glad to be here, despite his changed status.

The first evening all seened well. The boy told of his experience anong the
wol ves, and of the adventure with the dragon. Stile |aughed al oud, renenbering
the way of the frame of Proton, and the Lady snmiled; Then they had a good
nmeal , and Fl ach confessed to being tired, and he went early to bed, attended
by the Lady.

Now Stile | ooked grim "He's changed," he said

"Aye." Neysa had never been nuch for human speech, but this much had to be
sai d.

"But in four years, that is to be expected. He has grown, and |earned much,
and recently been separated fromthose he has come to know and | ove as well as
he | oves us."

"Aye."

"I checked him for enchantnents. There are none on him The Adepts appear to
be abiding by the rules.”

Neysa nodded. She was perversely glad that he had noted it too; it neant she
hadn't imagi ned the problem Indeed, perhaps it was as he supposed, nerely the
ef fect of separation and agi ng.

The Lady returned. "There be a geis on him" she said.
"Nay," Stile said. "No magic."
"There be a geis," she repeated.

It nade sense to Neysa. A geis was a kind of obligation, inposed either
magi cally or by honor. It restricted a person in sonme way, so that he could
not performwth his nornmal freedom

"He be prisoner now," Stile said. "We all be glad to have him and will treat
himwell, but this be not o' his choice or ours. Al so, the Adepts have access
to the Book o' Magic while he be here, so be gaining power after the years o
i npasse. That could depress him"

"Mayhap, " the Lady agreed noncomm ttally.

They retired, and Neysa went out to graze; that was al ways her preference for
the night. But her thoughts continued to turn on the boy. The Lady was right:
somet hi ng was wong. Perhaps it was only his abrupt change of situation
Perhaps it was nore.

In the norning Stile talked with Flach privately. Later he turned the boy over
to Neysa for a ride around the prenises.

This was of course worthwhile, but Neysa knew that Stile wi shed to talk
privately with the Lady. Sonmething was certainly w ong.

Later, the Lady told Neysa the problem "Stile nmeant to have Fl ach comune
with his other self in Proton, to establish a dialogue and initiate an
exchange o' information. In this manner may we keep pace with the Adepts and
Citizens, that we maintain our position. But Flach says he can not. It seens



the girl be not available."

Neysa considered that. She had understood that Flach and Nepe coul d

conmuni cate with each other across the frames regardl ess of their geographic
positions. They had denonstrated this, when trying to escape the Adept cordon
around the Pack. How could they be unable to do this now?

She nulled it over the follow ng night, consciously or unconsciously, but cane
to no reasonabl e conclusion. She was sure that Nepe in the other frane would
be treated well, as Flach was in this one, because the agreenment was the sane
there: while she visited her grandparents, the Citizens had access to the
Oracle. The Adepts and Citizens had waited for four years to restore this
arrangenent; they would not do anything to interrupt it again.

Unl ess Nepe had sonehow nmanaged to hi de agai n—even from Fl ach? How coul d she
do that?

As dawn brightened, she had an answer: by going to another scientific planet!
Fl ach coul d reach her anywhere on Proton, but surely not away fromthere. She
coul d have somehow sneaked away on one of their ships of space! That would

nmean that the eneny was not making progress after all, because Ctizen Bl ue
woul d not let themnear the Oracle unless they produced Nepe. And Flach, if he
knew where she was, would not tell, for that would give her away. If he could

contact her where she hid, he would not, because the Adepts woul d be wat ching
for that nmagic, and find her as they had before, through him

She was so excited that she galloped into the castle, and changed to wonman
form panting. "Stile! Stile!"

But it was the boy who was already up. "They be late fromtheir chanber," he
said. "Do folk their age still mate?"

"Hurmman fol k, aye, an they wi sh," she agreed. "They oft regard it as
entertainment." How well she renenbered! She did not want to speak of her
revel ation directly to the boy; he mght have to deny it, and that woul d be
very awkward. She would have to wait until Stile was al one.

She offered Flach another ride outside, instead. He countered with the
suggestion that they run together. They did so, trotting across the neadows.
Then they changed to their winged forns, she a firefly, he a bat, and flew
Then he becane a harpy, astonishing her; she had heard he could do it, but was
amazed at the reality. It was a female form

"Aye," he screeched in harpy fashion. "There be not those barriers we thought
"tween us. | can be female an | choose, and Nepe can exchange and be nal e. But
we do it not 'cept at need; it be not confortable."

He had nentioned Nepe. Could she follow up on this, and verify her conjecture?
She assumed worman form "Then had thou |l eft her in Phaze; she could have been
the femal e harpy, and been confortable."

"Nay. She knows not how to change form"

"Mayhap thou coul d exchange again, and we could teach her."

"Mayhap! " he agreed brightly. Then abruptly he sobered, and said no nore on
t he subj ect.

Now she was sure: it was because he could not exchange w t hout giving away
Nepe's hiding place. She did not pursue the subject. She resumed her natura



form and he becane a wolf, and they ronped on back to the castle.

Later in the day, when the Lady was show ng Fl ach how she rmade cookies, in

ti mel ess grandnot herly fashion, and he was showi ng her how he could lick the
bow clean, in equally tineless grandchild fashion, Neysa had a chance to talk
with Stile.

"So he dare not," she concl uded.
Stile nodded. "I think thou hast figured it, mare! That be a relief to ne, for
it means the inpasse remains."

The rest of the visiting period passed ami cably enough. Every day the boy did

new things with his grandparents, |earning spells and new ganes, and ronped in
t he neadows with Neysa in one formor another. Flach brightened sonmewhat,

di scovering that they were not pushing himto contact Nepe, and it was al nost

as it had been in the old days.

Stile and Flach spent many hours playing chess. It seenmed the boy had good
aptitude, which was perhaps not surprising, considering that Stile renai ned

t he Phaze chanpi on, and Fleta was now a ranking player; it was in Flach's
ancestry. They even played through sonme of the games Stile had had with

| cebeard. Stile had played the snow denbn to twenty-three consecutive draws,
then won one, ending their private tournanent. But the follow ng year they had
pl ayed again, and after fifteen draws the denon had won one. It had becone a
regul ar thing; they were delightfully evenly matched. Flach was evidently able
to appreciate the pretty nuances of the noves in a way that Neysa could not.

Then, toward the end of the stay. Bane visited. Neysa was grazing nearby as
Stile came out to neet him Because Bane served the other side, by conmon
consent they met beyond the castle, in nomnally neutral territory. "How be
t he boy?" he inquired.

"Somewhat subdued," Stile replied.

"To be expected, so soon after being taken fromthe Pack. His oath-friends
there be simlarly subdued, | understand."

"How goes thy life in Proton?"
"Wl |l enough, between bouts with the Book and Oracle.”

Neysa kept her ears unperked, so as not to give away her interest. How could
they be working with the Book and O acl e?

"And how be little Nepe?" Stile inquired snoothly. "Subdued. Thou knowest that
they wi shed to serve thee, not the others.”

"Aye. But an she be well, as be Flach, thou needst have no concern."
"She be well, far as we can tell. She be with Blue now, o' course. But one

thi ng be odd: we understand that she contacts not Flach. Methought thou
woul dst be using themas Mach and | be used, to keep the pace."

"Al'l in good tine," Stile said. "They be young, and have four years to
forget."

Bane nodded. "Surely so." Yet he seemed surprised. "I came to ask thee to send
Fl ach directly to Translucent's isle, since | lack Mach's facility in

transport."



"Readi |y done, an Neysa be granted entry."

"She be." Bane gave him a token, glanced across at Neysa, and waved. She
nodded, and continued grazing as if not really interested.

Bane departed. | mmedi ately Neysa approached Stile.
"Cath-friend, let us travel a bit," Stile said, nmounting her

She was gl ad to accede.

"Met hi nks our conjecture was m staken,” Stile said when they were far enough
away fromthe castle to avoid any risk of being overheard. It was Stile's
belief that it was the castle the Adepts snooped on, rather than hinmself, now
that things were quiet. "I wish not to alarmthe Lady, but nust know Canst

di scover it for me?"

Neysa made an affirmative honk. She would certainly try!

She started early, so as to have time to talk to Flach if the occasion seened
propitious. This tinme she bore due west, toward the West Pole and the

Transl ucent Denesnes. Flach was quiet, seemnmi ng not enthusiastic about
returning to his dam

They had thought that Nepe had escaped, so that Flach could not conmunicate
with her wthout giving away her hiding place. Now they knew this was not the
case. Wiy, then, was he reticent? It alnost seened as if he did not want to
hel p his grandfather, and she knew that wasn't it. Yet she couldn't just ask;
he woul d have told Stile if he intended to, and had to have reason for his
silence. Also, the Adepts would be watching them now, nmaking sure the boy was
delivered; they woul d overhear anything said.

They came to the Lattice: the great pattern of cracks in the ground. She
resented the founder spell the lattice denons had hit her with the last tine
she was here, but she could not do nmuch about it unless the denons cane to the
surf ace.

And there was a denon head poking up! Wth a half-glad snort of challenge she
| owered her horn and charged. The denon di sappeared, hiding in the crevice,
and she passed over wi thout contact. She had expected this; still, it was
sati sfying.

"Slay them" Flach cried, taking an interest. Mre heads appeared. She stil
had the worst of the Lattice to traverse; were they going to try for her? She
knew t hat her enenies the Adverse Adepts would never allow themto capture
her, because she was on their business; still, she preferred to handle this
nui sance hersel f. She picked up speed. "Let me, Granddam " Flach begged. He
had done well enough agai nst the dragon, and perhaps this would nake hi m say
somet hing. There was nothing |ike shared adventure to nake fol k tal k. She made
a honk of affirmation, coming to a halt on one of the Lattice pl ateaus.

He singsonged sonet hi ng. Another cloud appeared, with a grotesque face; he
seened to be partial to those, or perhaps it was the shape his nmagi c was
assum ng. The denons gazed up at the cloud, distrusting it, but it seemned
harm ess, and after a nonent they resumed their closure about Neysa.

Fl ach sang agai n. The cl oud devel oped a nether aperture, fromwhich a blob
dr opped.



"CGet out, Granddanl" he cri ed.

Neysa bolted. The demons in front of her ducked down, but those at the sides
closed in, trying to grab at her as she passed.

There was a sickl y-soundi ng whoosh! Then the sound of coughi ng and choki ng
fromthe bowels of the Lattice. Then the denons cl anbered out, not to attack
Neysa, but to flee. What was this?

She sl owed, curious about this inexplicable turnabout. "Don't stop, G anddam "
FI ach excl ai med.

"Why?" she asked in horn talk.
"Because | dropped a stink bonb on them"

Then the spreadi ng vapor caught up with them Neysa choked; it was the npst
putrid stench she had ever whiffed—and this was just the edge of it.

She | eaped forward, escaping the masma. No wonder the denons were fleeing; it
nmust be intense down in the crevices! Trust the child to come up with another
chi |l di sh—but effective! —pl oy.

Wl |, she really could not blane him She had given himleave, and certainly
t he denons deserved it. In fact, it seemed a fitting retribution for that
founder spell!

They readily won clear of the Lattice; the denons paid no further attention to
them She cane to the regular field and forest, and resumed her normal trot.

"Thou hast becone quite a little Adept,"” she remarked in horn talk.

"I had tinme to think of good spells,” he said. "It was great, being with the
Pack, but time there was." H s nood had evidently |ightened.

"Be it simlar with Nepe?"
"Aye. She be one clever girl."

She hoped he would anplify, but he did not. Once again, she had been unable to
di scover his secret.

They stopped for the night at the foot of rolling hills. Flach assuned unicorn
formagain, and grazed with her as before.

So it went, on the long trip to the coast. Everything seenmed normal with the
boy, except his connection with Nepe. The secret remained undivul ged. It was
enough to nake her horn go sour

They reached the west coast. Flach held the token Bane had brought them and
Neysa strode into the sea. She had never been here before, and woul d not be
very much disappointed if the charmdid not work, so that they could not
proceed farther. After all, this was not the neutral territory of the Red
Dermesnes; this was the eneny Transl ucent Denesnes. Also, this was where Fleta
was, and Neysa wasn't speaking to her filly. The encounter was bound to be
awkwar d.

But the charm worked perfectly. The water closed over their heads, and seened
almost like air; they could breathe normally. Neysa picked her way through the



seaweed and shells, and found a path. She followed this on down, and it
br oadened, becomi ng a satisfactory trail from which obstacles had been
cleared. This gave her the chance to | ook around as she progressed.

It was inpressive. Fish swam nearby, seeming fromthis vantage to be flying
wi t hout wi ngs. Seaweed sprouted profusely, reaching for the surface, formng
brushl i ke patches. They passed a coral reef, where the growths were intricate
and flowerlike, the bl oonms opening and closing in the slight current.

A big fish approached, swiming with beautiful ease. Neysa recognized its type
by the fin on the back: a shark! She honked warning and readi ed her horn
uncertain how well she could do in this strange environment. But the fish
shied away fromthe path; evidently it was not allowed to nolest legitimate
travel ers.

The terrain changed, becom ng sonmehow archaic. The vegetati on and sw mm ng
forms in this region were strange. Neysa nmade a mild honk of surprise.

"Ch, sure," Flach said nonchalantly. "It's the Ordovician period, three or
four hundred million years ago, | forget which, with some neat creatures. See,
there be a trilobite—and there be a giant nautiloid! The one with the shel
like a 'corn's horn!"

Neysa saw the trilobite. Its shell was indeed |ike a unicorn's horn, and she
liked it better for that. The shell made its tentacled forepart seem|ess
alien.

They came to a rise in the strange realm "This be the isle!" Flach excl ai ned
joyfully. He slid off her back and charged ahead, plunging through a kind of
curtain in the water. Neysa foll owed, and found herself indeed on an isle—-a
dry region within a giant bubble under the sea.

Fl ach flung herself into the arms of a young woman. That would be Fleta, his
dam Neysa's filly; Neysa had not seen her in eight years, and really did not
care to | ook now Instead she gazed around the rest of the isle.

Anot her young wonan stood there. She was in a tan cloak, and her hair and eyes
were tan. Tania, sister of the new Tan Adept. Wat was she doing here?

Tania did not wait to be introduced. "I like thee no better than thou |ikest
me, old mare," she snapped. "Look not down thy nose at me, |est thou see what
pl eases thee not."

Neysa felt the old heat rising. She was not about to take any sneer fromthis
arrogant woman! She brought down her horn

"Nay, Granddam " Flach called, spotting this devel oping quarrel. "Condenn her
not; she let nme escape!™

What ? Neysa assumed woman form "She tried to capture thee!" she said.

"But they think | tried not hard enough,"” Tania said. "So | be on duty here,
to see that Fleta escapes not."

"But | be not prisoner!" Fleta protested. "And Neysa, ny dam-hast conme at | ast
to make anmend?"

Neysa turned away from her

"Thou hypocrite!" Tania screaned at her, her sinister eyes seenming to gl ow.



"Comest all the way here to slight thy foal again?"
That did it. Neysa turned slowy to face Tani a.

"Nay!" Flach cried. "This be an isle o' peace! No fighting!"

"I't be beyond such caution,” Neysa said grinly.

"Then make it words only!" he said. "No Eye, no horn!"

Neysa was not pleased with this notion, and Tani a seemed no better satisfied.
But the child was insistent. "An there be bl oodshed here. Translucent wll
cone, and we know not what will happen then! Let me nmake a spell o

contai nnent, that thy words spread not beyond thysel ves, and ye two settle
thus. "

There was sonet hi ng about his urgency, which bordered on desperation, that
made Neysa pause. The boy was bright, and talented, and had some secret she
had to fathom That caused her to go along with his foolish wish. "No horn,"
she agreed.

"No Eye," Tania agreed, as grudgingly.

Fl ach singsonged sonethi ng. Another cloud forned, but this one had no face. It
expanded to take in Tania and herself, a bubble within the |arger bubble of
the isle.

Neysa wasted no time in pressing the attack. Wrds were not her preferred
nmedi um but she could use them when she had to. "Thou, who didst think to
capture Flach, and now be here to keep his dam here, dost accuse ne o'
hypocri sy? Thou, who di dst spend four years pursui ng hi mand Bane?"

Tani a gestured wildly, as if reacting in fury. But her words were oddly quiet.
"Aye, mare. Listen to me now, for we have but little tine, and there be

danger. | sought the child that my side mght gain the balance o' power. |
sought Bane that | might bind himnmore firmy to our side, an he think to
drift. But | lost the ploy; he loves ne not, yet | love him"

"Thou—=" Neysa began, amazed.

"When | knew we had cornered the lad at last, and it cane upon ne to intercept
him | tried to let himgo. | |ooked himin the eye, and knew hi mthough he
was cleverly masked as female. | stunned the figure nmade up to be male,
thinking it were reasonable to fall for this ruse, that none could blane ne. |
et Flach go. But the Adepts saw through the ruse, both his and nine, and now
| be confined here, nonminally a guard. Canst believe that, mare?"

This was so conpletely different from her expectation that Neysa could hardly
speak. "Wy shoul dst t hou—=2"

"Let himgo?" Tania smled ruefully. "Because it were the only way | could
continue to be with Bane, an the search went on. | am descended to that |evel,
| would be with himon any pretext, though I know he will ne'er love ne."

Neysa gazed at her unbelievingly. Wy should this woman make such a deneani ng
conf essi on?

Tani a held out her hand. "Touch me with thy horn, and verify."

Neysa bowed her forehead, touching the horn-button to the hand. The touch was



true; the wonan was speaking truth.
"Now believe this too," Tania continued, drawi ng back and waggling her finger
as if making a savage point. "There be a geis o' silence on Flach, inposed by
Purple. Translucent liked it not, but cane so close to losing the |lad that
Pur pl e gai ned | everage and i nmposed this. Flach dare not comune with Nepe in
the other frame, lest his damand her alien nother be killed. In this way our
si de gains power and thy side does not."

"The gei s!" Neysa excl ai ned.

"Now have | told thee. Now have | truly betrayed ny side. An thou w shest to
see ne die, thou has but to tell o this, mare.”

"But why? Why dost thou do this thing?"

"When | cane to |l ove Bane, | cane also to assume sone o' his values, strange

t hough they be. Now | be friend to Fleta. I would not see her die, or Agape in
Proton. Or kept prisoner till ny side wins, and then needed not nore, and die
anyway. "

"But an that happened, thou woul dst have cl ear access to Bane!"

"Aye. But now | would take himnot that way. This be the neasure o' ny fall."
" But —

"Enough, mare; the spell dissipates. Now it be in thy hands. Fleta knows not."

Indeed, the little bubble was fading out; their privacy of vituperation was
gone. Tania turned away as if snol dering;

Neysa stood amazed.

Fl eta and Fl ach were | ooking at her, as if trying to judge the outcone of the
encounter. \Wat was she to do?

She had to get away from here! Now she knew what was wrong with the boy—and
knew why he had pushed her into the encounter with Tania. He had known Tani a
woul d tell what he could not, for he was watched as she was not. The watching
Adepts woul d not have been concerned about the quarrel between Neysa and
Tani a; that was peripheral. She rmust not give away its true nature.

She had to hide what had happened. But how? She knew her life would not | ast
long, if the Adepts realized what she had | earned. She woul d have an acci dent
on the way back, or she would die, seemingly of age. The Adepts were not bound
by scrupl es—not the Purple Adept.

Then she realized what she had to do. But she had to hide it from whoever
observed, by making a diversion. She had to provide sonme ot her seem ng effect
of her encounter with Tani a.

She wal ked toward Fleta. "An the w cked Adept woman be friend to thee, can
be | ess?" She opened her arns.

"Ony dam " Fleta cried, and flung herself forward. They met in a solid
enbrace, Beta's tears flowing. "O ny Daml Thou hast forgiven ne at last!"

"There be naught to forgive," Neysa said, and realized it was true as her own
tears flowed. By this unexpected device she had been brought to do what she



shoul d have done ei ght years before, and accepted her foal's decision. The
barriers between species were breaking dowmn, with Fleta's union with Mach, and
Bane's with the alien fenmale, and Suchevane's with Trool the Troll. Neysa knew
she shoul d have been the first, not the last, to accept this newreality.

Then, not daring to dally here, she bid farewell to Flach, resuned her natura
form and set off for the realmof the land. Tania still faced defiantly away.
Neysa ignored her, as was proper in the circunstance.

Wul d she make it safely back? At this stage she didn't know. The Adepts woul d
not dispatch her w thout reason, because it would be a pointless act of
provocation at a tinme when they wanted things quiet. But if they suspected..

Then, just as she was about to pass through the bubble wall, she realized that
she shouldn't risk it. She had to act now, to ensure that the situation
changed. Going back and telling Stile would take too | ong and was too risky.
There was a nmuch faster and nore certain way—ene that Flach should have

t hought of hinself, had he not been cowed by the pressure of the situation

She changed back to woman form "I forgot the charml” she excl ai ned. | ndeed
she had; she would need it to pass through the water w thout drowning.

"I have it!" Flach cried, running up to her

She accepted the charm and enmbraced him "I be old and forgetful," she

mur mured. Then, directly in his ear, she whispered: "Tell Bane as he
exchanges. Then wait." She kissed his ear and drew back, changing back to nare
form

Fl ach stood, apparently stunned by the sinplicity of this solution. He could
not commune with Nepe directly, because the Adepts were alert to that, but
they woul d hardly expect himto commune with the nman he had so recently seen
in person. Bane would tell Mach, and then the two nost concerned woul d know
the threat against those they |oved. They woul d know what to do.

Neysa wal ked on. Even if the Adepts suspected, now, it would do them no good
to act against her. The nmonment Bane and Mach | earned of the threats against
their wives, hell would begin fernenting in the Adverse ranks!

8
Bane
Uncl e Bane! An | conmune with Nepe, my dam be kill ed!

Bane, in the process of exchanging with Mach, felt as if he had been knocked
out of the connection. He stood in Proton, tuning in, but there was nothing
nore. Mach! he thought after a nonment. Didst thou hear? Yes. That was Fl ach

Ne'er did he send to ne before! Dost believe he tells truth ? Yes. | think we
now know why the two have ceased contact. Bane pondered nonentarily, as things
fell into place. Wuldst call it a violation o' the covenant”™ Yes. Qur w ves
were not to be threatened. Then thou hast aught to do in Phaze, and | in
Proton. Agreed. W nust not conmune again until it is done. Thus quickly had
their |oyalties changed. They had known al nost fromthe outset that they
served the wong side, but had been bound to it by honor. Now that the

Adept s—and surely the Citizens—had violated the terns, the two of themwere
free to do what they wi shed. They would join Stile and Bl ue.

They communed no nore, for any prol onged contact at this stage woul d becone



suspi ci ous. The Adepts and Citizens could nmonitor the fact of their contact,
but not its substance, just as they could nonitor the children's contacts. For
a long tinme the children had conmuned without being detected, because they did
it only when Mach and Bane were communi ng, and made no separate signal. But
after Flach and Nepe exchanged, and al nost secured their freedom despite the
net closing on Flach, their amazing ability was known, and the nonitoring
techni que had quickly been refined to distinguish their contacts fromthose of
Mach and Bane.

But this single comunication was so surprising that Bane knew no provision
had been made for it. Flach sending to Bane! And what a nessage! At one stroke
this had solved the riddle of the children's recent attitude, and sundered the
agreement that bound Mach and Bane to the forces opposing Stile and Blue. The
parity of the inpasse had supposedly been replaced by the parity of nutua
connections between the frames. Now it was evident that one side was cheating,
in an effort to make the critical breakthrough and assunme power.

Bane kept his face straight as he pondered this. He had no trouble concealing
his enpbtions, in this robot body! He had to act normal until he decided how to
proceed. |If Fleta was threatened in Phaze, Agape would be similarly threatened
in Proton.

Yet how was this possible? Neither Mach nor Bane had set up anything like this
in either frane—and they represented the only contact the Citizens and Adepts
had between franes. Fleta m ght indeed be in danger in Phaze, but how coul d
Agape be under a simlar threat?

Bane knew the Citizens: they would have made it tight. Sonehow they had done
it; he could not afford to assunme ot herw se. Perhaps they had made Fl ach send
to Nepe—

But Nepe woul d not have rel ayed such a nmessage to the Citizens! A death threat
agai nst her nother? She was an amazingly clever girl, and even a stupid one
woul d have realized that the threat could only be real if she told the
Citizens. She would have kept it quiet, thus defusing it.

How, then? He cane to no answer, yet he was sure there was one. Meanwhile he
was proceeding to his rendezvous with Tania, to nake his routine report.

He smiled internally, grimy. For the past four years, in Proton, Tania had
been his liaison with the Ctizens. She had tried to seduce Mach, suggesting
that he had no wonman in Proton and that she was appropriate. Mach had

consi stently put her off, but never with prejudice, because she could nmake a
ot of mischief if she chose. Bane had made it clear that his |ove was in
Proton, and he woul d consider nothing else. Still, it had been evident that
she woul d take either of themif she could.

He had agreed with Mach to say nothing to her or anyone else in Proton of the
situation with Tania in Phaze. Only to Agape, from whom he kept no secrets,
and Troubot, who could be trusted. Troubot! Who had turned out to be Nepe! But
still could be trusted.

In Phaze, Tania had used her bl andi shments openly, and despite the defensive
spel |l Mach had given him he had felt the inpact. Wen it had become apparent
that her ploy had reversed, and she had fallen in love with him it had been
hard not to yield to sone degree. Wen she adopted what he considered to be
decent ways, |eaving her cynicismand cruelty behind, he was inpressed despite
his suspicion that this was artifice. Wen she befriended Fl eta he had been
nore i nmpressed, for Fleta was exceedi ngly choosey about her associ ations.



He wi shed he could discuss the matter with Agape. To what extent was there
nmerit in the proposition that the two frames were separate, and that a man
could have a wonan in each? Stile and Blue, as alternate selves, had different
worren. But Mach and Bane, as alternate selves, already had different wonen.
For each to have two—that seened too nmuch of a stretch of ethics. Yet the
tenptati on exi sted.

Now he realized that Tania could be useful. He knew a | ot about the one in
Proton, because of his experience with the one in Phaze. He was sure he could
get her help, if it could be done covertly. Perhaps she had been involved in
Fl ach's action in sending the nessage; she was there with pleta in Phaze, now,
because the Adepts suspected her of trying to let Flach escape the net. The
boy woul d not have known what to do about the threat against his nother, but
Tania's nmore cynical mind could have handled it. Still, he could not see the
boy confiding in her, so that matter remained in doubt. Could he trust her?

He reached Tan's office. Tania was there alone; the provocative serf secretary
was absent.

He decided to ganble on her. "Tania," he said w thout preanble, "I need thy
hel p." He knew that this was private; the office was al ways seal ed off from
unwant ed i ntrusion

She was surprised. "What, no sneer today. Bane?"

"Swear to nme that thou willst betray my confidence not, and I will tell thee
much that interests thee."

Her eyes assuned the | ook of those of her other self, though they |acked the
magi ¢ power. "You want me to do sonething for you, and not tell, and you wll
tell me what | want to know? | believe | amsafe in assumng that you are not
t hi nki ng of asking me for sex."

"Aye. | pronise naught nore, but | think it be enough.™

"I don't trust this. Bane. You never gave ne the time of day before."

"l ne'er had need, before."”

She wal ked around the room considering. Bane, accustonmed in youth to the

cl ot hi ng of Phaze, had never conpletely adjusted to the nudity of Proton
serfs. She | ooked exactly like her other self, except for her l|ack of
clothing, and he found that illicitly fascinating despite all the deliberate
glinpses her other self had proffered. In Phaze he had a spell to ward off her
seductions; here he did not.

"I won't kill anyone, or do anything against ny side," she said.

"It be against thy side.”

She | aughed. "And why woul d you suppose | would do that?"

"Because, an thou didst, | mght pursue thy case with Mach."

She halted abruptly. "You're serious!"

"Aye."

"Li sten, Bane—f | go against ny side, | can wind up dead!"



"An they learn o' it, aye. But things be changi ng, and nayhap the other side
woul d protect thee."

She stared at him "Are you changi ng si des? What of the covenant?"
"Swear, and we deal ."

She paced agai n, and he wat ched her breasts and buttocks noving. She had been
foolish to go after Mach, when she could have had any ot her nan she chose. But
perversity was evidently her basic conponent. She was fascinated with the

noti on of Phaze, and of magic, and with the notion of power; thus Mach becane
the object of her interest. Had there been any other available male with
simlar connections, she woul d have been as interested in that one. |ndeed,
her other self pursued Bane, because of his connection with Proton

Then she nodded. "I'ma fool. | swear."

"I'n Phaze thine other self hast spent the past four years seeking to seduce
me, just as thou hast done with Mach. Thine actions have been parallel. But
with her the ploy turned; instead of corrupting ne, she fell in |love herself,
and her nature changed. She be in bad grace with the Adverse Adepts, because
she tried not hard enough to capture the |ad Flach, Nepe's other self."

Tani a nodded. "So you believe | amsimlarly vul nerable, and ready to help
you. "

"Aye."
"Aye," she echoed ironically. "Dam it, | knowit's true;
| felt her emption. | echo it. | do want Mach—-and Phaze, as she wants you and

Proton. W& are locked in this foolishness, letting a man rul e us instead of

t he ot her way around. And you—you gave her no nore satisfaction than Mach has
nel "

"Aye. "

Those eyes bore on himagain. "But did you wi sh to?"

Bane was sil ent.

"You promised to tell. Bane! | need to know. "
"Mach gave nme a spell to ward her off. | ne'er touched her."
"You still haven't answered! Did you want to?"

"Aye," he said reluctantly. "Wen | returned here to Agape, at times she
teased nme, assuming her |ikeness."

"My likeness! And you had sex with her |ike that?"

"Aye," he said, even nore reluctantly. "But | knew it was Agape, else ne'er
woul d | —=

"You desire ne now" she exclaimed triunphantly.
"I love thee not!"

"Again you haven't answered! You desire ne!l"



"Thou knowest | may not answer that."

She nodded, satisfied. "And Mach would w sh to—=2"

"Aye." That nmuch he could fairly answer.

She nodded again. "You were right. This interests ne. If | help you, Mach may
have reason to treat ne nore conpatibly. And, judging by you, he would al so
have the desire.”

It was his turn to nod.

Then she gl anced at himsharply. "And what of you, if Mach is dealing
simlarly in Phaze?"

"I would have to talk with Agape."

"Who m ght not understand," she said, smling.

"Who m ght understand too well."

She | aughed. "What do you want me to do?"

The worst was over. "Make a reservation for departure fromthis planet."
"You could do that yourself!"

"And yield that berth to Agape."

She sobered. "Then you know. "

There was his confirmation that Agape was sinmlarly threatened. "Aye."

"But she can't just wal k out, you know. The noment she steps beyond her
suite—=

"Aye."

"And the child. She won't | eave the child behind, after |osing her for so
[ ong. "

"That be a separate problem™

"And you. You had better be gone the same tine."

"Aye."

"And me. They'll know as soon as it happens, and I'll be finished."

"Thou rmust go to Blue for asylum™

She faced himsquarely. "If |I do this, and Mach does not settle with nme, you
do."

"I can not!"

"I amnot putting ny life and career in jeopardy w thout that prom se. | save

Agape, one of you owes ne, and you know how. In fact, Mach never settled for
his prior debt to ne, and this makes two. Both of you owe, now No | oophole."



He had not even cone to terns with what Mach might commt himto in Phaze, and
now he had to deal with it in Proton. But he knew her, and knew she woul d not
yi el d. She wanted what she coul d get of Phaze, and she was used to hard
deal i ng.

He t hought of Agape, and knew he had to do it. "Aye."
She went to the desk and checked the screen. "Do you care where she goes?"

"Nay, | care only that she not be suspected. She will assune thy |ikeness.
Once away, she may change her route."

"OfF course. Then here's a ship to Condom | go there on occasion for
rel axation. It's fun to be able to wear clothes, offplanet; | have a trousseau
there she may draw on."

"An they catch on, they will seek that planet. She dare not use thy
trousseau. "

She shrugged as she touched a button. "Reservation made; that ship | eaves the
port in two hours. | will go there, and if she doesn't board, | will, to cover
my conplicity. Tell her to nmeet nme in a privacy stall—-4et's say nunber four
hundred and one. Can she get there fifteen m nutes before boardi ng?"

"She nmust."

She |l eft the desk and approached him She kissed him and he had to accept it.
He felt guilty for liking it. "N ce doing business with you. Bane. Now our
time is up; go neet your |ove."

He left the office. The first step had been taken. Tania was a sharp

not i vat ed worman; she had understood inredi ately, and driven her hard bargain.
But this was a three-step project, being formulated on the spur. Step one: get
Agape away. Step two: get Nepe away. Step three: get hinmself away. Each step
had nmore than one substep, and any nisstep could be disastrous. Had there been
only one, he could have taken Agape to Citizen Blue for sanctuary. As it was,
that sanctuary woul d have to be saved for the |last resort.

He had to try sonething he had never tried before. If it failed, he would have
to try sonething el se, but he had no notion what. He had never thought this
action was possible, until Flach had called to himnentally; that should mean
that no one el se had thought of it either. That was a critical advantage—f it
wor ked.

Nepe! he called nentally, as if contacting his other self across the frane.
Nepe

Daddy! she responded i nmedi ately.

Contact! Just like that! But he couldn't pause to savor it. | know the threat.
| be changing sides. Help nme get thy nother offplanet.

She doesn't know! They are watching. GCh, Daddy, | didn't dare tell —
Aye. W needs nust ship her to the spaceport, conceal ed.

The flight to Cond omw thin tw hours. She nust exchange with Tania in booth
401. Tell her that.



But they will not let her go! They are watching the apartnent!
Yes. W must ship her out conceal ed. Order a nonstrous vat o' ice cream m X—
Cot it. Daddy! But they call in every hour—

Thou will st have to enulate her for the screen. Can do! Tell Troubot to nake
the delivery; he'll know what to do.

But thou wert Troubot! There be no—

Trust ne, Daddy! He exists. He's hiding, but go to this address and speak this
code, and he will come. She rattled off the information, which Bane, with his
conputer brain, menorized instantly.

Once Agape be out, needs we nust act quickly, he thought. Sure!

That was it; they had no time for conversation. He went to the address, which
fortunately was not far out of his route to the suite.

It turned out to be a storage region, where supplies of food, nedicine and
machi ne accessories were kept on a tenporary basis, for imediate access by

| ocal service machines. The robots operating here were | ow grade, possessing
no sentience; as long as he did not interfere with them they had no awareness
of his presence. There were no automatic recorders; such devices were
expensive, and this was only a warehouse annex.

Neverthel ess, he waited till no worker machines were in the immediate vicinity
bef ore acting. Then he spoke the code, quietly, not expecting any pronpt
response. Troubot was the nanme she had taken during her hiding; what could
answer that call now?

A portage machine trundl ed by, carrying a | oad of packages of white powder.
Bane stepped out of its way.

"Troubot,"” it murrmured as it passed.

Vel l! "Make the delivery Nepe calls in," he said.
Troubot stacked the bags and maneuvered to turn around.
"Of what nature?"

"Ten-gallon tub o' ice cream"”

The machi ne trundl ed away toward the mai ntenance al cove, evidently to get an
ice creamcarrying body. Thus it would be ready to respond to the order
seem ngly coincidentally.

Mach wal ked on out of the warehouse, unhurried. He nerged with the traffic of
the hall beyond: serfs, androids and | esser robots. There was always activity
around war ehouse areas, because the needs of Citizens and their serfs were
constant. No sensors were tracking himat the nonent; in the course of nine
years he had come to know the capacities of this robot body well, and could
now do things with it that Mach hinself could not, because his l|iving human
m nd was superior to the best that a nachine mnd could be. He coul d detect
sensors, having nodified this body some tinme back to do so. It was a great
advant age! He had set things up, but he needed a pretext to dawdl e while the
ice creamwas delivered. The Citizens would be least |likely to suspect Agape
of maki ng her escape before Bane arrived to see her after two weeks' absence.



But it would be suspicious if he del ayed; he normally had one thing in mind at
such tines.

Wl l, he would not delay; he would be del ayed by an outside party. It was tine
to exploit another hidden feature of this body.

He tuned in on a paging station. He sent a signal that mmcked its contro
sequence, as if a call were com ng through. A call seeking Bane hinself.
"Bane," the | oudspeakers of the vicinity blared. "lIncomng call. Please pick
up at convenient unit."

"Dam!" Bane said, as if displeased. He wal ked to the nearest public phone
station. "Bane here," he snapped. "Be this call inportant? I be on ny way to—
"It will take only a nmonent," a dulcet female voice cut in. He was generating
it electronically in his own body, but it sounded authentic, and any recording
woul d sound authentic also. It was al nost inpossible to trace the origin of

| ocal calls unless special procedures were invoked. "I ama visiting
journalist, and | just wanted to—

"I know thee not, nor any journalists," he said. "Look, | have been away for
two weeks and have naught to—

"Please, this will be very brief. | believe you are the only self-willed robot
to have a—=

"I be not a rovot! | be a living man!"

"Beg pardon? | understood that—=

So it continued: his irate explanation that he was actually a man in a robot's
body, for an interviewer who had difficulty getting that straight. He played
both parts with a certain vigor, pleased with his inmagination. By the tine he
finally won free of the persistent caller, alnost half an hour had passed, and
he appeared fit to expl ode.

He hurried on to his rendezvous with Agape. By this tine, he trusted, Nepe
shoul d have expl ai ned, Troubot woul d have arrived with the ice cream and
Agape woul d have rejected such a ridicul ous order—and nelted and gone out wth
Troubot in lieu of it. There was still about an hour to the departure of the
ship for Condom sufficient tinme to trundle there without haste. Al he had
to do was make sure that the Citizens did not catch on before the ship took

of f.

He reached the suite, and touched the panel. His hand was coded for it; it
opened and let himin.

He paused, checking the security. There were supposed to be no electronic
spi es operating within, but he never took that on faith. Hi s own electronic
mechani sns traced the circuits, verifying that all were accounted for. It was
all right; nothing had changed. That neant that he could talk freely, here.

He entered the main chanber. Agape was there, standing behind a chair. He
suffered a siege of al armthen rel axed.

"Very good, Nepe," he said. "Thou dost resenble her exactly."

"Did I fool you for an instant, Daddy?" she demanded eagerly.



"For an instant," he agreed. "Longer, had | not known thou woul dst not fai
me." He strode across the room and enfol ded her, enbracing her as if she were
her not her.

"Easy, Daddy," she said. "I'mstanding on the ice cream"™

So she was. Her natural mass was |less than half that of Agape, so she had
perched on the top of the oblong container, and fornmed only that portion of
the body fromthe narrowi ng of the waist up. She had done a superlative job;
the breasts were full and perfect in their contours and heft, the arns were
conpletely functional, and the neck and head so apt that it was hard to
believe this was an enulation. O course the original Agape was an emrul ation

whi ch perhaps nade it easier. Still, it was inpressive.
"Thou hast done well, Nepe," he said. "Maintain this emulation while | cal
out; I want themto know Agape is here with nme."

She remai ned as she was, while he crossed to the screen. She had positioned
herself so that only her upper portion could be seen by the pickup. He
activated it, knowi ng that the two-way connection would show his wife in the
background. The Citizens would be nonitoring this; their agents would be
reassured, and no report woul d be made.

But the noment the |ine was opened. Bane extended his el ectronic expertise. He
tuned in on a nearby line reserved for Citizens, and fixed a limted diversion
that would allow himto nmonitor it wi thout being detected unless this specific
devi ce was suspected. This technol ogy was not generally known; in fact, he was
practicing the Proton equivalent of magic. Mach had becone the Robot Adept,
now far nore talented in that respect than Bane. But Bane, unadvertised, had
become the equivalent in Proton, and now he was drawi ng on these unique
skills.

"Hold all calls, this hour," he said. "Except fromCitizens, of course." Then
he di sconnected, not waiting for confirmation. This was his normal procedure;
the nature of his first-hour activity was generally known.

But now he had his secret |oop established. Qutsiders could neither call in
nor spy on what happened here, but he woul d know what was goi ng on out side.

Al ready there was a stream of routine comruni cations, as one Ctizen contacted
the office of another about sone trifle. Mach nonitored these on what in his
living brain would have been a subconscious level; if any key reference
occurred, he would be alerted.

"Now t hou mayest talk," he told Nepe.
"Are you really changing sides. Daddy?" she asked, delighted. "How cone?"

"The threats against thy nother and Fleta in Phaze represent a violation o
our covenant. Mach and | agreed to serve the Adverse Adepts and Contrary
Citizens in return for their protection and sanction o' our |iaisons with our
chosen femal es. Since Mach made the first deal nuch has changed; he won the
contest that required me to join him But Stile's opposition to Mach's union
with Fleta ended, so the original cause was gone; only our agreenments held us.
W have served loyally; as thou knowest, we finally did |ocate Flach and
capture him and through him thee. But all along, we would have preferred to
be on the other side. Evidently the Citizens and Adepts, know ng this, and
bal ked for four years, decided to nake one swi ft sweep and gain a pernanent
advant age by unethical neans. They tried to conceal this fromus, believing
that they could secure the power they required in both frames before we
realized. But Flach told nme, and now | be acting, and Mach be acting, to



renove ourselves and our |oved ones fromthe eneny canp.”

"I"mglad, Daddy! | didn't like hiding fromyou, but—=

"Each must serve the side he serves. Now we be united in purpose as well as in
person, and needs nust we plan for action. As soon as Agape be offplanet, we
must get thee to Blue."

"But what about you. Daddy? Once they find out, they will nmake you prisoner."
"I have means o' escape. Thou dost be the one we nust free next. W can use
not the ice cream pl oy again. Mayhap we can send thee to a gane while we— He

hesi t at ed.

"Daddy, | know what you do with Mommy. | kept track of you, those years, and
Fl ach told nme about Mach and Fleta."

"How coul dst thou keep track o' that?" he asked, bemused. "E en as Troubot,
thou didst ne'er see the act."

"Same way you keep track of the Citizens. In ny netal aspect | |earned sone
t hi ngs about wring."

"Whi ch doubtl ess be why it was so hard to find thee."

"You never woul d have found ne, if you hadn't traced ne through Flach," she
said smugly.

"But it be harder for thee to hide this tinme. An | send thee out, they will be
wat chi ng. "

"I think you could carry me out, if | becone part of you, |ike maybe a | eg
Then you coul d use your bl ankout circuit to-"

"M/ what ?"

"You know, the way you short around the circuits of the spybeanms on you, and
make yourself invisible to them Then you could take ne to G andpa Bl ue—=

Bane was amazed again. How many of his secrets did she know? But probably that
woul d work. By the time the Citizens realized that something was up, and
checked the suite, they would find nothing there except ten gallons of ice
cream m X.

"Very well. As soon as we be certain your nother be safe, and have not to
emul ate her any nore—=

He broke off, for his intercept had just sent up a signal.... nade the
reservation while interviewing him and now is heading for the spaceport.
Better intercept her and find out whether this has anything to do with Bane.

"Il send a pair of androids with her person-code; there will be tine.

"They be going to intercept and question Tania!" he exclained. "Mist needs |

stop that! Agape will be able to exchange with her not if there be androids
there!™”
"Go now. Daddy!" Nepe exclaimed. "I'Il cover!"

"What, for ne?"



"I can do you too, with a few mnutes to set up.'
change, her features nelting.

Al ready she was starting to

"Thou dost be a wonder!" he said, stepping toward the portal. "I will return
for thee when | can."

"I'"ll be waiting. Daddy," she said bravely.

He used his intercept circuit to tune in on the spy devices beyond the portal
In a nmoment he had nulled themw thout alerting their mal function alarns. Then
he opened the portal and stepped out.

A human serf was passing in the hall. Bane ignored him it was only the spy
device that counted. Later they m ght round up and question all serfs in the
vicinity, and learn that Bane had been seen | eaving, but by then it would be
far too late.

He had little tine. Agape woul d be neeting Tania about half an hour before the
flight, and the androids could be arriving shortly before that, being

di spatched from sone | ocal depot. The spaceport was a fair distance fromthis
regi on. A wal king pace would require at |east an hour, and all he had was
perhaps twenty mnutes. A Ctizen could readily get there in time, by taking
private transport, but he was a serf. He had to have transportation—but the
fast belts and rail tubes were all nonitored, and he wasn't sure he could
remain invisible to them

But he had an answer. He stepped into a service alcove. There was a
hal | - brushing machine, awaiting its call. It had a huge roller brush in front,
and a large bin for refuse behind.

Bane addressed it electronically, tapping into its comunication circuit. He
had tal ked verbally to Troubot, but then he had been wal ki ng openly; now he
was hidden from el ectroni c observation, and needed to remain so.

Activate, he sent. Stand ready to accept |oad of refuse. Take that |oad via
expedite route to spaceport depot and release it.

The sweeper did not question these orders. It humed into its version of life
and opened the lid to its refuse bin. Bane clinbed up to stand in the bin. It
was too small for himto hide in, being only half his height and too narrow to
allow himto squat. He touched his body efficiently, and in a nmoment renoved
his right leg. He propped this in the front right comer, and then disconnected
his left leg. He put his hands on the rimof the bin, hefted himself up, and
let the left leg wobble into the front left comer. Then he | owered his torso
down in a maneuver a living body would have found difficult, until it wedged
agai nst his standing | egs at the bottomof the bin. He squeezed his arnms down
and into the scant renaining space.

The sweeper slid its lid back over. It clicked into place, making an airtight
seal . Bane was glad that this body did not need to breathe; it did so only for
appear ances, and for verbal comrunication

The sweeper trundl ed forward, heading for the expedite route. This was a
network of tunnels used for the swift transport of supplies and equi pnent. The
sweeper rolled onto a transport cart, was tied down, and gave its destination

Abruptly the notion was savage. No human limtations of atnosphere or
accel erati on were consi dered; machi nes were tougher. It was |ike being
| aunched by a swinging club; one nonment the cart was stationary, the next it



was rolling down the tube at a horrendous velocity. There was a violent jerk
as it changed tracks, proceeding at an angle down a new tube, orienting on the
spaceport. Bane's |egs raided against his torso. But high velocity was what he
want ed!

In only ten minutes the sweeper rolled into the spaceport depot. Its lid slid
open. Bane got his arms up, put his hands on the rimon either side, and
somewhat clunsily hoisted his body up. This was harder to do than letting it
down, and getting the first |leg attached was harder yet. But he managed to use
his torso to nudge his leg into the appropriate place, and to set hinself on
it so that it took sone weight; that freed a hand so that he could conplete

t he connection. The second | eg was easy.

He clinbed out. Return to assigned depot, he sent to it. Use alternate route,
unr ush.

The machine closed its hatch and trundled off. It would probably not be
m ssed, and its excursion m ght never be noted. Meanwhile, it had gotten him
to the vicinity of the spaceport in anple tine.

Now he extended his el ectronic awareness to | ocate Troubot. Yes, he was on his
way in, carrying Agape in dissolved form He repeated the identification code
Nepe had given him Troubot: provide projected route, he sent.

The machi ne responded with the coding for his route.
If intercepted, notify ne.

Troubot, a self-willed machi ne, understood. He woul d do his best to protect
hi s cargo.

Now Bane oriented on Tania, whose identity he knew well. She was al so on her
way in, using her brother's Citizen transport. She would arrive before Agape,
whi ch was as it shoul d be.

Finally he checked for the two androids. They were close; they would arrive
bef ore Tania, and be awaiting her at the spaceport. They were orienting on her
boar di ng pass, which was keyed to her identity.

Now it got tricky. If he intercepted the androids before they intervi ened
Tania, the Citizen expecting the report would realize that something was
wrong. Any hint of a problemwould cause themto put a hold on the takeoff,
and all would be |ost.

On the other hand, if they interviewed Tania, they mght not finish before
Agape had to nake the exchange. That, too, would be disaster

But in a monent he had a way to thread through: Agape and Tania did not
actually have to neet; they nerely needed to exchange places and identities in
a manner that aroused no suspicion. He could get the pass from Tania and give
it to Agape; Agape could board while the androids interviewed Tania. True, it
m ght seemthat Tania was in two places at once—but no one shoul d be checki ng
for that. It seemed a reasonable risk.

He hurried to intercept Tania as she energed fromthe transport. "G ve nme the
pass,"” he said. "Androids be waiting for talk with thee."

She caught on inmediately. "Someone is checking on me, because of ny sudden
departure. That will be routine. But if | don't have the pass, how w Il they
find me? You don't want themtracking her."



Excellent point. "I will cone with thee, and nock the pass. They will check it
not further after they encounter thee."

"You have unheral ded talents," she nmurnured, glancing at him sidel ong.
"Fortunately, | like your comnpany."

They changed course to intercept Agape's route, and waited a nmonent. Probably
t he androids woul d not search for Tania beyond the spaceport; they would have
been told to find her there, and they were stupid. So they woul d not see Agape
in Tania's |ikeness.

Troubot came. G ve this pass to Agape, Bane sent to it. Tell her to assune
Tania's likeness, and board as soon as the ship be ready. Once aboard, she may
hi de as pl eases her, until we join her at Planet Meba. He gave the pass to

t he machi ne.

Troubot trundl ed on w thout pause. Agape would know how to get from Pl anet
Con@d omto Planet Moeba. There was no chance for nore detail ed pl anni ng.

Then he wal ked with Tania on toward the spaceport, maintaining a circuit that
enmul ated the recognition pattern of the pass, with nore force than the
original, so that any sensors would tune in on this one instead. "Once they be
satisfied that it be thee, I will depart," he said. "Thou canst reassure them
that thy journey be routine."

"Nuh-uh, nmetal man," she said, taking his arm possessively. "I am now w t hout
nmy pass. If they think to check, they will know sonething's up, and I'Il be in
as much trouble as you. Stay with ne, and see that | get out of this."

"But - "

"The monent they realize that she is gone, and that | had a part init, zap,"
she continued, slicing her free hand across her throat. "And | think that wll
happen about one minute after that ship takes off. You will be on hand to get
me out of it."

"But | nust return to see that Nepe—=

"If, on the other hand, all proceeds snmoothly, you will be able to see to the
child too. My help conmes at a price, and saving my hide is part of it."

Bane had no alternative but to go along with her. He suspected that she
enj oyed asserting her position.

They came to the spaceport and approached the privacy booth 401. The two
androi ds appeared, intercepting Tania exactly as directed. Both had the
nondescri pt |1 ook of their kind; they were conpl etely humanoi d, including
genitals, but somewhat slack-faced. "Tania," one said. "W nust ask why you
make this trip."

Tani a gl anced at the nearest wall clock. Takeoff was in just under half an
hour, and boardi ng woul d occur in fifteen mnutes. She had either to satisfy
t hese androi ds, or keep them occupied so that they could not check the people
actual Iy boardi ng.

"I do not have to answer to you," she snapped aloofly. "My excursions are ny
private business."

"Citizen Tan sent us," the android said. "W speak for him™"



"My brother knows ny pleasures,"” she said. "Now | ook, gunkheads: | have only

about ten minutes before | have to board, and | have latched on to a nman for

some spot entertainnment until then. Just tell ny brother I amny usual willfu
self, and let nme be."

"Entertai nment?" the android asked.

"Yes. In here." She drew Bane in toward the booth. He tried to resist, wanting
no part of this ploy, but could not do so openly. Dealing with this woman was

i ke handling quicksilver

"But you haven't answered," the android protested. "Wy do you make this
trip?"

Tani a paused. Bane knew she was figuring out the best way to take advant age of

this situation, knowi ng that he could not make any objection. "Wll, | got
bored with the local nen," she said. "I nean, |ook at this one: would you make
| ove to hinP"

The android turned to | ook at Mach directly. Hs dull eyes widened. "This is—

Bane cut himoff with a blowto the throat, utilizing reflexes that no living
man, | et alone an android, could match. Then he whirled on the other, catching
him by the side of the neck and rendering hi munconsci ous by a nerve bl ock. He
caught himas he tottered, and hauled himinto the booth. Tania neanwhile
manhandl ed the other android to follow In a noment the four were cranmmed

i nside a booth intended for one to prinmp in confort. One android was sl unped
on the toilet, and the other on the table before the wall-sized mrror

"Well, robot, | seemto have msplayed it," she said, not entirely displ eased.
"Now we shall have to keep them here, and stay out of sight ourselves, unti
that ship takes off, so that nobody sees anything suspicious. \Whatever shal
we do for twenty nminutes, handsone?"

"We can | eave them here," he said, bothered. "They will recover not
consci ousness soon enough to report in tinme."

"No. My brother may call in, and they nmust answer, or there will be m schief.
See?" She pried at the cl osed hand of the android who had done the talking.
Sure enough, there was a comunication button set into the palm

Bane gritted his teeth, figuratively. It was true; they could not ganmble on
the call coming in and receiving no answer, before the ship left. They had
either to haul the unconscious android along with them which would surely
arouse suspicion, or wait with himhere until the danger passed.

"That is what | thought," she said, reaching up to catch hold of him around
t he neck. "You know. Bane, | have confined nmy attentions to Mach, because he
is the one with no woman in Proton, but | think now those concerns are
blurring. Phaze fascinates ne, and if you are going to do it with my other
self there anyway—

"Thou dost push thy luck," he nmuttered, not respondi ng physically.

"We are the same, she and |I. | feel her enotion—and that enotion is for you
rather than Mach. | never quite figured out what was wong, until you told ne
of the situation in Phaze. | see nowthat | was trying for Mach only

nom nal | y;



it was you | really wanted. Now | am hel ping you to save your |over, and
bel i eve—=

"Sork," the android' s hand said. "Wat report?"

Bane used his ability to activate the return connection. "She says she just
wants a change from Proton nen, sir," he said in the android's voice. "She
says it is routine."

"What el se?"

"That it is none of ny business, sir.
There was a dry laugh. "All right, let her talk to nme."
Bane held up the android's |inp hand. "He wishes to talk to thee," he said.

"Al'l right. Tan sir," she said, grimacing. "And what does ny Citizen twn
brot her require of ne now, sir?"

"A straight answer,"” Tan's voice snhapped. "Wy are you | eaving the planet
wi t hout notifying nme?"
"I forgot. Citizen sir," she said, not bothering to conceal the malice. She
resented the fact that he had gotten the Citizenship instead of her. "Now are
you going to let ne board, sir?"

"I don't think so. There's sonething funny about— He paused, evidently making
a connection. "Thee? The android wouldn't have said that!"

Qops! Bane had given hinmsel f away!

"You nust have m sheard,” Tania said. "Bane's in with the anoeba wench,
pl unmbi ng her protoplasmw th his metal rod."

"One monent," Tan snapped. Bane knew he was putting in a priority call to the
suite, to see who answered. He al so knew that Nepe, in his |likeness, would
answer and cover for him

Sure enough, soon Tan spoke again. "He's there, all right, |ooking mad about
being interrupted. But | distinctly heard a 'thee.' Wo are you wth?"

Tani a covered for himagain. "All right, if you nmust know. | managed to talk a
man into going with me. |I—you know, Phaze, the way |I—+'ve got himmade up |ike
Bane, and told himto talk Iike—=

"I doubt it," Tan said coldly. "Mre likely you found a way to coerce Bane
into comng with you so you could seduce him and Agape is emul ati ng hi m at
their suite. How the hell you got her to cooperate | can't guess. | won't have
it; we need himhere. Permi ssion to depart the planet is denied; return

i mediately to the office, and bring himwith you. We shall get to the bottom
of this."

Tani a gl anced at Bane. Her brother had | eaped to an apt concl usion, with one
key error!

"Dam!" she said. "I hear and obey. G tizen Tan sir! But this matter is not
finished."

"Agreed," he said, with an inflection that made her wi nce.



They stepped out of the booth. "Methinks we need a distraction," Bane said
"There be a few minutes yet till the ship launch. An he rethink the ploy—=

"And it is time for ne to nmake ny nove," Tania said. "This will quickly
unravel . If | know nmy brother, he will not depend on ny sense of sibling duty;
he'll send a conpetent force to arrest me—and you. Pull out your stops, robot;
this is the time."

"Aye, wench," he agreed. "Follow"

They ran to the nearest service exit to the takeoff ranp. Bane used his
ability to make the door open for himas it would for a machine servitor
Beyond was a chanber in which the service machi nes were parked: huge
forklifts, dozers and ranp cleaners. Bane went to one of the last: a machine
taller than a man, with s scal able cockpit, and nozzles and brushes al
around. "dinb in!" he told her, as he nade the cockpit done lift open

"How?" she asked, halting before the nmonstrous caterpillar tread of the thing.
It offered little purchase for a hunman being. Normally these machi nes were
renote-controlled; the cockpit was there only in case a man shoul d be

assi gned.

"I'"ll boost thee!" He caught her by knee and upper thigh and lifted her up so
that she could scranble onto the top of the tread.

"Goose ne again, why don't you," she nuttered as his hand fell away from her
thigh. But she made it to the cockpit and clinbed in.

Bane foll owed. He zeroed in on the nmachine's control circuitry, and | ocked off
the renote input. Now he alone controlled it. He studied its mechani sns.

"CGet going!" Tania cried, jamred into the tiny cockpit beside him "They'll be
here any minute!"

Bane knew that. But he wanted to be certain of the cleaner's potential. He had
chosen this nmachi ne because it nost resenbled an ol d-fashi oned tank. Properly
directed, it could defend itself, and could travel beyond the done.

A group of androids burst into the chanber. "Here they are!" Tania excl ai ned.
"They' ve got stunners!”

He had anticipated as nuch. "Get confortable,” he said grimy. "It may be a
hard ride."

"I can't get confortable here! There's a gearstick poking ny bottom"

"Lucky gearshift,"” he murnured, as the nachine lurched out to neet the

andr oi ds.

One of themfired. The shot was invisible, and was evidently defl ected by the
nmetal and plastic franework of the machine, for there was no effect. Still
this luck would not hold; he had to eliminate the nenace.

He ainmed a nozzle and fired. Foamsquirted out to blast the androids. The
force of it was fornmidable; it knocked themoff their feet. Bubbles encl osed
them and they gesticulated wildly as they fought for good air to breathe.

"What is that stuff?" Tania asked admringly.



"Merely light detergent. But nethinks it would sting if it got in the eyes."

I ndeed, several androids were rubbing their eyes. None were trying to use
their stunners. This group had been effectively defeated.

But nmore would come, this time better prepared. Not enough time had passed to
allow for the ship taking off. "Methinks we had better give them aught to
ponder," he said, guiding the vehicle to the service entrance.

"Robots!" she cried, pointing.
That was what he had feared. Detergent foam would not stop those!

So he charged them as they passed through the door. They were machi nes, but
they were no match for the mass of the vehicle; they dived aside as he smashed
into the door, and broke it in, along with a | arge segnment of wall. Human and
androi d peopl e screaned. Tania grunted as she was bounced agai nst the cockpit
donme and back into Bane. Her knees were now jammed agai nst his belly, and she
clung to his neck for support. Her hair was in wild disarray, but she was
smling. This was her kind of mayhem

But already the robots were righting thenselves and orienting their weapons.
Bane touched a lever, and water blasted out in a circular sheet, horizontally,
sweeping themall off their feet again. "Rinse cycle,"” he murmured to the top
of Tania's head, which was jamred agai nst his right shoul der. "My short out
some of those weapons."

Then he maneuvered the vehicle around and away fromthe smashed wal |,
retreating. "Takeoff!" he said gladly.

"This thing flies?" she denanded, astoni shed.

"The ship be launched,"” he explained. "Now it be safe to pass its ranmp. |
wanted to interfere not, before.”

"Figures," she agreed.

Sone robots were conming after them Bane tried his third weapon, the sander
Powdery sand bl asted out, and the big brushes extended, whipping it into a
dust-stormfrenzy, intended to scour away the worst runway buil dup of grinme or
ol d paint.

"Those robots won't l|ike that," Tania remarked, grinning.

But just to be sure, he aimed his foam nozzl e and sent out a prol onged
rearward jet of liquid detergent. He was rewarded by the sight of robots
sliding hel plessly back on a spreadi ng wave of bubbles. They had finally been
def eat ed

They passed the main |launch ranp. The ships did not take off vertically; they
lay at an angle, and were catapulted up before their engines cut in, so as not
to befoul the interior of the dome. Incom ng ships | anded outside, and were
then hauled in on flatcars. It was an efficient system but did not do much to
abate the exterior pollution

They passed t hrough the dome wall, which was just a force field that served as
a barrier between the clean inner air and the bad outer atnosphere. Here the
vi ew was murky; here the dust storms were natural



"They'l|l have aircraft after us," Tania said. "W can't dodge those |ong, or
shoot them down with squirts of water."

"Aye. Now we call for help."
He set up a radio circuit on a special channel. Blue! Blue! WIlIst take me in?

Thought thou woul dst ne'er ask, the laconic reply cane. Then, flying | ow on
the horizon, came a winged craft, bright blue. It | ooped around them then
sl owed and glided down for a | anding.

"Don this," Bane Said, drawing fromthe back of the cockpit a hel met and
br eat hi ng t ank.

Tani a wedged her head into it and made sure the seal was snug about her neck
Then Bane opened the canopy and let the atnmosphere in. They cl anbered out and
ran across to the airplane.

In a noment they were inside, and the plane was taking off. It was a
renote-controlled unit, made to hold two.

"That's Tania!" Citizen Blue's voice cane. "What of Agape?"

"She be of fpl anet now," Bane expl ained. "Tania and | be defecting to thy side,
and Mach |ikew se in Phaze."

"What about Nepe?"

Bane had known he could not rescue Nepe the nmonent Tan caught on to the ploy,
but had been distracted by the need to act swiftly and effectively. Now the
realization struck with full force. "She be captive o' the Citizens. She
covered for ne, to get her nother out."

Tania turned to him shaking her head. "lI'm sorry. Bane," she said with
genui ne regret.

"I think we shall have to negotiate,"”
themto the safety of his power.

Citizen Blue said, as the airplane flew

"Aye, " Bane agreed, depressed.

9
For el

Forel cut through the brush, heading for hone. He had al ways been an expl orer
and now with his oath-friend Barel nbsi gone, he found surcease fromhis

di squi et only by increasingly distant excursions. He claimed that he wanted to
find and run down prey, so that he could nake his first individual Kill and be
eligible for adult status, and that was true, but it was nostly his foolish
notion that if he only ranged far enough, he m ght find and bring back his
lost friend. He knew that Barel had been captured by the Adepts, knew there
was no chance they would I et himgo, and knew that if Barel sonehow escaped,
he woul d not dare cone here, where they would first |ook for him Yet Pore
ranged, hoping on a level nore fundanental than that of reason

But now he had to return, as he had pronmised Sirel and Terel, who feared he
woul d get hinmself killed by a hunting dragon, or by a goblin snare. If he
stayed out too long, they would come |ooking for him and so put thensel ves at



simlar risk. He wanted that not!

He scooted under an overhangi ng bush and picked up speed in the strai ghtaway
bet ween several large trees. But there was a sinister trace of m st
descending, formng a |l ow cl oud. He had seen what unnatural clouds could do!
He slid to a halt, trying to avoid it, but it expanded to enbrace him

Suddenly he was | ost in choking fog. He could not see his way clear, and
i ndeed, had to put his nose down to the ground to breathe. This was certainly
magi cal , and surely not the work of his friend Barel

"Wl f pup," a human voice cane. "Are you Flach's friend?"

Fl ach: the human nane of Barel npsi! Had he escaped after all? Wre they
casting another net for hin®

"Aye, spook," he growl ed. "And may thou catch himnot!"

A manshape cane out of the obscurity. "I hel ped catch himbefore, but now | am
changi ng sides. WIIl you help nme free ny son—and ny wife?"

Forel stared up at the figure. It was the Rovot Adept!
"There is little tine, wolf," the rovot continued. "Flach and Fleta are
captive on an isle under the sea, and | can not go there now wi t hout arousing
suspicion. But | can conjure you there, where you can verify that | am
speaki ng the truth.

W1l you cooperate to that extent?"

It was obvious that the dread rovot had himcaptive, so could either kill him
or conmpel himto do his bidding. It was better to go along, at least until his
chances inproved. "Aye," he grow ed. "But | trust thee not, rovot!"

"Nor should you, wolf. Hold on; I amconjuring us to a safer place. This
concealing cloud is too obvious, here."

A conceal ing cloud: of course! Barel had used clouds as a device to hide
things they had to hide, but only when no others except the oath-friends were
present. They al one had known his nature, that he was the man-'corn, no wol f
at all, but a creature of far greater potential. But he had rewarded their
support with the benefits of his growing power, and their friendship with his
own. He was, at the root, a youngster like thenselves, who had left his origin
to come to this Pack as they had. He was one of themin the ways that counted,
and it had been entirely fitting that he and Sirel had Proni sed when t hey nade
their first Kills together. Forel hoped to do the sane with Terel, when the
time came, and he woul d becone Forelte, and she Terelfo, until they were
granted their kill syllables.

So it was not surprising that Barel's rovot father knew the uses of clouds. As
Forel felt hinmself wenched to sonewhere distant, he was al ready gaining
confidence. Maybe the rovot spoke truly, and was now on the right side. It
woul d be wonderful if Barel no longer had to hide fromhis famly! Barel had
not spoken much of this, but they knew, as oath-friends did, what he was
feeling. He loved his sire and his dam and hated being apart fromthem but
knew he coul d not serve the side they served. H s grandsire Stile, patron of
all the better aninmals, had nade that clear to him

And he would return when he could; they all knew that. By ancestry Barel was
man and uni corn, but by association he was wol f, and that woul d never change.



The real m steadi ed. Forel gazed out into a white chanber, irregularly
gl obul ar, resenbling the shell of a holl owed-out gourd. The fl oor was spongy
but firm enough for good purchase.

"Turn manform" the rovot said. "W nust tal k quickly."

oligingly, Forel assumed his human form conplete with his fur jacket and
breeches, and the fur slippers needed to protect his frail human feet. In so
doi ng he sacrificed advantages of nose and tooth, but gained that of human
speech, which was nore versatile than growl -tal k. "Thou cl ainest to be on our
side now, rovot?" he demanded as chall engingly as he could manage. It was
obvious that he was in the power of the Adept, but appearances were inportant.

"So | claim" the rovot agreed, taking no offense. "This is the situation

Bane and | served the Adverse Adepts not because we had any liking for their
policies or anbitions, but because they supported ny liaison with Fleta. Once
that commitment was nmade, it continued and increased, as a matter of honor
rather than preference. But after we recovered Flach, the Adepts violated the
covenant between us by threatening to kill his nother if Flach comuni cat ed
again with Nepe in Proton. This was false in two ways. It prevented the Adept
Stile fromusing Flach's power to his advantage while the Adverse Adepts were
using mine to their advantage. And it undercut nmy union with Fleta, upon which

the covenant is based; | could not remain married to her if they killed her."
He | ooked directly at Forel. "Suppose, wolf, that you achi eved your first
Kill, and Promi sed to the bitch who— He paused

"Terel," Forel supplied grudgingly.

"To Terel. But instead of granting you adult status, Kurrelgyre killed her
Where woul d you stand?"

"The Pack Leader would ne'er do that!"
"Agreed. But what of an Adverse Adept?"
Forel nodded. "Methinks | take thy point."

"I mean to conjure you to ny son, where you can quickly verify what | have

told you. I want you to enable Flach and Fleta to escape the power of the
Adepts. If you discover that what | have told you is not true, no one will be
able to make you do anything nmore, for | dare not go into the Adept stronghold
now. O course you will be trapped there yourself. You will be taking a

serious risk no matter how it turns out."

The rovot seemed sincere. But how could he be sure? The Adepts were notorious
for the manner they dealt with animals, as nore than one grown bitch had
di scovered to her cost. He had to ponder

"Where be we?" he asked, hoping to elicit further proof of the rovot's
i ntentions.

Mach smiled. "In a cloud, floating above the forest of the Aninal Heads. It
changes its location with the wind, but will not nmove far in the next hour
You nust tell Fleta that, or Tania, so they can find it. You can guide Flach
here yoursel f."

"A cloud," Forel repeated, unbelieving. True, it did |look Iike the interior of
a cloud, but he knew that clouds were not always the way they | ooked.



Mach made a gesture. Suddenly the walls became transparent. There was bl ue sky
beyond, interspersed by the white masses of other clouds at this |evel.

Forel | ooked down. There bel ow was spread the panorama of the land, its
forests and rivers and fields. He had ranged across it enough to recognize its
nature, though he had never viewed it fromsuch a height before. This really
was a cloud!

Wth that sinple confirmati on came his acceptance of the rest. "Tell me how, "
he sai d.

The rovot seemed unsurprised at his process of decision. "Here are two

amul ets. Each will enable its invoker to assunme the |ikeness of his conpanion
One is for Tania, one is for you. When | conjure you to the prison isle, give
one to Tania and keep the other, and then the four of you nust change forms
and flee the isle and make your way here as swiftly and quietly as you can."

"But the Adepts!" Forel protested. "They will let us go not! And Tani a—she be
worst o' the Adepts; canst trust her?"

"Tani a too has changed sides; she can be trusted now," the rovot said. "Here
is one nore anulet. Invoke this after Flach and Fl eta change forns, and before
you do. Do you understand?"

"Aye. | invoke ny amulet |last, and the other next to last. But what does it
do?"

"It generates decoys."

Forel did not see how that related, but did not care to show his ignorance, so
did not question it. The rovot gave himthe three amul ets and nmade sure he
knew t hem apart. "Renmenber," the rovot concluded, "act inmedi ately. The Adepts
will realize that something is happening the nmonment you appear; you nust act
before they do, or all is lost."

"Aye." He certainly knew the inportance of fleeing enemy territory quickly!
"Take a nmonent to rehearse in your mnd what you will say and do," Mach told
him "l do not know precisely where you will land, but it rmust be in your
human form and you nust waste no tinme deciding. Let ne know when you are

ready. "

"Wait, rovot!" Forel cried. "I can not guide Barel out if | know not where we
be! Were be this isle?"

"Near the West Pole, under the sea."”

"But Barel's dam-he said she has but one foreign form and that be a little
bird. How can she run or fly under the sea?"

"Excel l ent question. The Adepts will not expect her to flee w thout using
their spell to make the water like air. But these amulets provide for that;
the vicinity of those invoking themw Il be all right. This is one reason why

Tania and Fleta nmust travel together, and you and Fl ach. Together you can make
it; apart you will be in trouble."

"This be great magic!" he excl ai ned.

"Thank you."



He realized that the rovot was nocking him lightly. O course this was the
greatest of the Adepts, able to do such things as others could only dream of.

"I be ready," he said.

The rovot gestured—and there was the wench.

Forel was standing on a strange isle girt about by shimrering light, and
beyond it the dark water in which strange creatures crawl ed or swam

But he had no tine to gawk. The wi cked Adept Tania was sitting against a tree,
nearest to him her eyes widening in surprise. "Eye me not. Tan!" he cried. "I
bring this amulet fromthe rovot! Use it to change forms with the mare, and
stay with her that ye two may breathe. Flee to the cloud above the Aninal - Head
Demesnes! " He al nost hurled the amulet at her, and ran on past her to find

Bar el

The boy was playing with a wi ckerwork basket on the little beach. "Forel!" he
excl ai med.

"I come fromthy sire. Wait for the others to change, then assune a formfor
escape, and | will match thee; | have magic. Fast, fast; needs nust we go
bef ore the Adepts act!"

Meanwhi l e Tania was running to Fleta, who turned toward the boys in surprise.
She was in her natural form grazing on the verdant patch of grass nearby; a
forgotten mout hful of grass hung unchewed.

"Aye, dam " Barel cried. "Do it! There be danger thou knowest not of!"

Fleta did not question her son. She becane a hummi ngbird. R ght after her, so
did Tani a.

"I shall be a fish," Flach cried, running toward the shimrering margi n of the
isle. "Follow nme!" He dived through the curtain, and on the other side a
catfish appeared.

Forel paused only to use the decoy spell. "Amulet, | invoke thee!" he cried,
holding it up.

The amul et expl oded. Fromit flew perhaps a thousand specks of dust, but each
expanded as it noved, beconing |arger. Those that went up forned into tiny
birds that quickly grew into humm ngbirds just like the two on the isle. Those
that went down formed into tiny fish that grew into catfish. Some passed

t hrough the curtain and swamin the water; others |anded on the sand and
flopped their way toward the water, still grow ng.

Forel gaped. He had never seen such magic! This anul et had sonmehow tuned in to
the forms the others assuned, and reproduced them by the hundreds, and every
one of them seened alive! Decoys indeed! How woul d the Adepts ever tell them
fromthe original s?

Then a shadow | ooned over the isle. Sonething awful was comi ng! Forel |eaped
for the water. "And thee!" he cried to the remining amul et.

He passed through the curtain—-and felt the water against his whiskers. He
flexed his tail, and noved forward. He was a catfish

He | ooked for Barel -but saw a dozen sinilar catfish, and nore crawling on



their fins fromthe beach. Which one was his friend?
Then one swam cl ose. "Come, wolf," it said in fish-talk. "W nust away!"

Al too true! The shadow over the isle was intensifying, and he felt the
tingle of terrible magic. He flexed his tail and used his fins vigorously,
zoom ng away fromthe curtain. Barel-fish paced him Sw nmm ng was easy, once
he caught on to its mechani sm Maybe the anul et was hel pi ng, because he had no
prior experience.

"Where be we going?" Barel asked as they plunged through seaweed. The ot her
catfish were plunging simlarly.

"A cloud o' er Animal Denesnes!" Forel replied. H's expression in fish-tal k was
not apt, but Barel seemed to understand. Evidently Barel had had nore practice
in the form though Forel had never seen himassunme it before, and indeed, had
not known that he knew any forms beyond man, 'corn, bat and wol f. Maybe he had
worked it out after being captured.

As they progressed south, away fromthe isle, the decoy catfish thinned. Sone
had probably been caught by the strange predators, such as the tenfacled
creatures with great | ong pointed shells. But nost of the thinning was nerely
because they were getting farther fromthe isle; the catfish were spreading
out into wider territory.

Then there came a predator Forel recognized by description: a shark! Wl ves
stayed cl ear of deep water when they could, but they did know howto swim so
were versed in the dangers of the sea. The rule for sharks was sinple: get out
of the water!

But as fish, they could not get out. Could they hide fromthis nonster?

Barel swam cl ose. "Fear naught. W be electric catfish. An the shark be fool
enough to bite, he'll get a shock."

The shark | oomed near, then evidently recognized them and veered away. So it
was true; Barel had chosen a formthat could defend itself by the magic of
electricity!

They swam on, until no other catfish were in sight. They had made it safely
away! Barel angled upward, approaching the surface. Then he accel erated and
| eaped fromthe water, becom ng a bat.

Forel followed, but feared this would not work for him He would have to swi m
to shore instead, and resume wolf form and pace Barel on the ground. But as
he | eaped, he changed—and suddenly he had wi ngs! He too was a bat!

Fl yi ng was anot her new experience, and he hardly had time to wonder at the
continui ng potency of the amulet he had invoked; he had to concentrate on
keeping his balance in the air. He wobbl ed, punping his | eathery wi ngs as hard
as he could, and barely managed to stay clear of the waves. Then he got a
better grasp of the mechanism and began to rise.

There was a gl obe above him It |ooked Iike a ball of water, but there was a
man inside it, looking out. Forel tried to veer away, but something held him
he coul d no | onger nove.

"So we have caught the errant fish," the man said. "And which of ye be 'corn?"

Then somet hi ng haul ed Forel into the floating ball. H's magi c was cancel ed,



and he reverted to the formhe had assuned before invoking the amulet. As a
boy he stood within the gl obe, realizing that he faced the Translucent Adept.

Barel was beside him also in boy form "Damm thee!" Barel cried angrily at
t he Adept. "Methought us free!l™

"Al nost, you were," the Adept agreed. "But | had the wit to search out pairs
o' fish, for they travel not normally that way, and when this pair turned bat,
I knew. Now tell me: why and how di dst thou make this break? | know there be
nmore to it than sinply pique."

"I have to answer not!" Barel said defiantly.

"I have treated thee well, and nean to continue so," the Adept said. "But
will have mine answer." He turned to Forel. "I ask it thee: answer!"”

Forel felt nmagic inmpinging on him He tried to resist, but could not. H's
nmout h opened, and he spewed out all that he knew of this event.

The Adept sighed. "It be as | feared. | sponsored this aspect not, but the
seeming failure to recover the lad for so long vitiated mne authority, and
the others acceded to Purple's urgings and used the ploy o' threatening the
mare. Now has that ploy borne its bitter fruit by alienating the rovot and
setting us back. At |east have | salvaged this bit o it."

The magi ¢ conpul sion eased, and Forel was able to control his speech again.
"Thou dost sound as if thou dost not like this business,"” he said boldly.

"Aye, wolf-boy. | second ny side, of course, but it was in nmy mnd to forward
our cause by dealing fairly. | blanme the rovot not for changing sides; he had
cause. It be an irony, for we were close to winning, legitimtely; we needed
only a fraction what Blue needed. Had the | ad just been allowed to work for

Bl ue, we had been fair and with the victory anyway. Now we be foul, and
victory be problematical."

Forel |ooked at Barel. "Aye," Barel said. "Translucent be e er fair; it were

Purpl e put the geis on ne."

"W gain one smidgeon o' this mess," Translucent said. "I be the one to
sal vage some, and the bad ploy failed, so my word regains its power. Be
t hankful it were not Purple caught ye two."

Forel realized that they were indeed relatively well off. It would have been
better to escape, but evidently they would not be m streated.

"So ny dam escaped?" Barel inquired.

"Aye, lad. She and Tania. The water be ny domain. The search o' air was done
by ot hers, who mayhap | acked the wit to trace the pairs.”

The gl obe was now traveling briskly north, returning to the Transl ucent
Demesnes. Forel saw the sea and shore passing bel ow, much as he had seen the
land fromthe rovot's cloud. He realized that the cloud would not be there any
| onger;

now t hat Translucent had wested its secret fromhim the rovot would have to
make his camp el sewhere. At least part of the mission had been acconpli shed!

They returned to the isle. "This be secure now," the Adept said. "Al effort
to escape be futile."



"Aye," Barel said with resignation

The Adept deposited them then floated away in his watery gl obe. The two boys
hugged each other, glad for this reunion despite the circunstances. "I thank
thee for coming, oath-friend," Barel said. "At least it freed ny dam"™

"What happens now?" Forel asked.

"Much depends on how it turns out in Proton. An all escape there, they wll
have no use for ne, and mayhap we will be freed. But | fear it be not so."

"\Why 2"
"Because o' the parallel o' the frames. Wat happens in the one, happens in
the other, by seening coincidence. Mayhap our failure to escape will lead to
Nepe being captive, or mayhap her failure led to ours. | know not exactly the
means o' it, but it be nigh inpossible to do a thing in one frame that be not
parallel in the other."

"Nepe has a wol f-friend?"

Barel |aughed. "Nay, but she has a rovot-friend. Sane thing, mayhap. Not to
di m ni sh thee, but the parallels be strongest anbng the strongest; the Adepts
have nore inpact than the little folk."

"I be little enough,” Forel agreed ruefully.
"But now we can do naught. Let's revert to wolves and see what we can hunt."

"There be hunting here on this small isle?" Forel asked, surprised.

"Aye. It be a nice isle. Translucent be a kind captor." Barel changed, and
Forel followed. Sure enough, there were rabbits, and before | ong Forel had
caught and killed one.

"First Kill!" he growl ed, delighted. "My first Kill!"

"Aye," Barel agreed, seemi ng unsurprised. "Now canst watch for what Tere
does!"

"But she be free, and | be captive!"

"Mayhap not fore'er," Barel said optimstically.

They shared the rabbit, as there was no chance to drag it back to the Pack
fromhere. Forel knew that Barel would give witness to the kill, at such tine
as this was possible. He was right: this was a nice isle.

Three days later the water globe returned. "It be like this," Transl ucent
said. "Thy girl-self in Proton be captive too, but not the alien ferale. Bane
changed sides, same's Mach did here. Dost know this?"

"Aye," Barel said. "Nepe told ne."

Forel was surprised; he hadn't realized that the situati on had been confirmed.
But of course Barel could commune with his other self w thout showing it to

ot hers.

"It be in our minds to use thee and the girl-child inlieu o thy sires, as



thy powers be simlar—er, nethinks, noreso."

"W will work not for thy side!" Barel protested.
"That be not the question; an it come to that. Tan will make thee perform
Nay, the question be howto do it when the other side still controls Book and

Oracle. W can send thee no longer to visit thy grandsire in return for that
access. "

Barel nodded. "So it be inpasse, again."
"I npasse,” the Adept agreed. "Yet we wish still to gain power, and thy sire
and grandsire wish to be united with thee. So we be dealing: double or

not hi ng, here and in Proton-frame. An mnmy side win, we gain Book and Oracle and
the service o' your sires to exploit them An the other side win, we turn over
our hostages and our drive for power be finished."

Forel, listening, was amazed at the scale of the dealings. The ultinmate power
in the franes was about to be decided, all because he had not quite succeeded
in freeing Barel

"Why be ye telling us?" Barel asked.
"Conmmune with thine other self, and tell nme what thou dost |learn."

Barel was silent, evidently concentrating. After a bit he said: "Nepe says
thou dost mean to set up six big contests, three in each frane, to determn ne
who wins. Dost need us to verify the decisions o' the other frane."

"That be so, lad. Thou knowst we can allow all comunications to be in the
hands o' the eneny not. Thou hast now denonstrated thy proficiency at this;
certainly it will do for the contests."

Forel saw that it would work; Barel would have to tell the truth, because only
that would match what the other side presented. The Citizens of Proton-frane
woul d not tell her anything they knew to be false, knowing it had to match the
Phaze i nformation.

"Why be ye taking all this trouble to explain to me?" Barel asked. "Surely
must needs | go al ong, whate'er m ne own preference.”

"It be easier on all o' us an thou hast notivation," the Adept said. "Mist
needs | take thee to the negotiations, but also nust needs | keep thee closely
guarded, that thou be not taken fromne."
"An | give nmine oath, I will not flee thee,"
those o' ny grandsire's side take ne thus."

Barel said stiffly. "Nor would

Translucent smiled grimy. "Not them Qurs."
Bot h boys | ooked at him perpl exed.

"Purple woul d take thee, and deal his way," Translucent clarified.

Suddenly it was clear. Translucent had to watch out for his side as nuch as
for the other, because his allies |acked honor

"Then be | satisfied to be under thy guard,"” Barel said.

"I thought thou mightest feel thus. Now will | nake thee a snall side deal



cooperate in what we ask, and provide nme with aught | needs must know, and
will provide thee a nodest reward."

"l need no reward fromthee!" Barel said, affronted. "I do what needs | nust."
"E' en so. Now board ny bubble, the two of ye, and we go to deal."

They stepped into his water globe. It floated up, through the top of the
curtain that contained the air of the isle, and on through the water. It
lifted into the air above, gained el evation, then coursed west.

Their speed did not seemgreat, but it nust have been, because soon Forel saw
them com ng down at the old Oracle's pal ace, hal fway across the main continent
of Phaze. Adepts really knew how to travel when they wanted to!

"Now here there be truce," the Adept said. "W be here to negotiate. Only the
| eaders o' each Denesne be here, and all be on honor to provoke naught.
Ne' ert hel ess Fl ach nust needs be confined; Fore! be messenger.”

"Me?" Forel asked, astonished. He had not thought the Adept even knew his
name!

"I will be within," Translucent explained. "My bubble will be without, as wll
be the conveyances o' the others. Flach will verify for our side, and thou,
pup, willst carry the news. Understand?"

"Aye," Forel said, awed.

"Then comest thou with ne now, and mark the spot o' this bubble. Naught can
pass in or out o' it other than we two, and none will interfere with thee."

The Adept stepped out as if the wall of the gl obe had no substance, and Fore
foll owed. They were on the green turf surrounding the pal ace, and ot her
conveyances or creatures forned a wide circle around it. There were carts and
sl edges and even a sailing boat anchored in air, and horses and huge birds and
a massi ve wooden golem and next to the gl obe was a fornidable flying dragon

Transl ucent swept toward the pal ace entrance w thout regard for the sights,
but Forel, follow ng, was dazed. He had never inmagi ned such a setting, and
never thought he would ever be a part of such magi cal dealings. He was
nervous, too, despite the Adept's reassurance; the dragon's head did not turn,
but its eyes were tracking him

The pal ace had not seened |large froma distance, but it |oomed inpressively as
t hey approached the main entrance. Inside, it seened |larger yet: towering
ceilings for each huge chanber, and el aborate arches between the halls. There
were carpets on the walls that showed nurals of great events of the past,
exciting an intense curiosity in him He, as a young wolf from a distant Pack
knew little of such history; until now he had not mssed it, but he knew that
he coul d never rest again until he fathoned the events of the mnurals.

They came to a tremendous cat hedral -1i ke chanber, and here were the assorted
parties assenbl ed. Forel recognized the several Adepts inmediately, though he
had never before seen them Blue, who was Barel's grandsire, in his blue

cl oak, | ooking no bigger than a child, and who used singsong rhynmes to work
his enchantments. Red, who was actually a troll, grotesque, but perhaps the
nmost powerful of all, because he possessed the Book of Magic; he made amul ets
of singular potency. Brown, a woman with brown hair, of indeterm nate age,

m stress of the wooden gol ens. These three had held off the force of the



Adverse Adepts for a score years, because of the strength and versatility of
their magic. Now they were joined by Barel's sire, the rovot, who had becone
the strongest of all because of his studies in the Book of Magic.

On the other side of the chanber were gathered the eight Adverse Adepts, in
their col or-coded robes. Wite, also called the Show Queen, with her glyphs.
Yell ow, the bane of aninmals. Black the line. Orange, of the plants. G een
fire. Sinister young Tan, with the Evil Eye. Purple, who lived in the Purple
Mount ai ns and controlled the forces of geology. And Translucent, of course, in
his watery robe, controlling the forces of water

Yet, for all their horrible power, they | ooked nostly like ordinary human
fol k, a number of themgetting old and fat. How deceptive appearances coul d
be!

Bet ween the two groups of Adepts were the animals: a unicorn, bat and wol f—t
was Kurrel gyre, his own Pack | eader!-—mnear Stile's group, and an assortnent of
nmonsters closer to the Adverse group. There was a hul king ogre, a dragon, a
nmonstrous roc bird, a goblin, a troll, a harpy, a human formw th the head of
a snake, and a giant man. The assorted Little Folk were with Stile, while the
assorted denons were with the other side. Perhaps there were others, but he
couldn't |ook; he was bei ng sumoned.

"The wol f-boy be our runner to Flach," the Translucent Adept was saying. "Pup
tell where Flach be."

"He—he be in thy water globe," Forel stanmered.
"I'll-treated?"
"Nay. "

Kurrel gyre shifted to wolf form "Change, Forel," he said in grow -talKk.
Forel |ooked at Translucent. "He tells ne to—=
"Aye, change," the Adept said.

Forel assumed wolf form "It be true," he told the Pack Leader. "W be on the
isle where the mare was. "

"Come here,"” Kurrel gyre grow ed.

Forel |ooked at Translucent, but the man nmade no objection. He wal ked slowy
to the grown wol f.

They sniffed noses. Then Kurrel gyre turned away, disnissing him The old wol f
resumed man form "There be no geis on him" he said. "He tells truth."

The Bl ue Adept nodded. "W accept himas runner." He glanced at the rovot.
"Now if thou willst tell o' the decision in Proton—

"Pup!" Translucent cut in. "Go get it fromFlach: the decision in
Proton-frane. "

Forel hurried out, remaining in wolf form He understood what was wanted: what
he | earned from Barel should match what the rovot reported. That way both
si des knew there was no deception

Qut side, he broke into a |ope, heading straight for the water globe. But now



the dragon noved to intercept him He swerved to avoid it, but it nmoved to cut
himoff again. It knew his destination, having watched before; it knew he was
the sane creature it had eyed

Forel stopped, uncertain what to do. He had to get to the globe, to talk with
Forel, but the dragon intended to eat himinstead. He saw no way to pass;

t hose huge teeth would snap himup inmediately. H s only defense was to stay
beyond range; he could avoid the dragon by remaining close to the pal ace,
because the dragon knew it would get in trouble if it were there. But how
could he carry out his mssion?

Then someone energed fromthe pal ace; Forel alnobst bunped into him It was the
Bl ack Adept! Inmediately the dragon | ay down, pretending to sleep. Could Fore
t ake advantage of this respite to get through? But how woul d he get back, if
the Adept were no | onger there to nmake the dragon behave?

But while be hesitated, the Adept did not. "Dost not grasp the meaning o
truce, creature?" he excl ai ned.

Forel cowered, expecting yet nore trouble. But the Adept's words were directed
at the dragon. He raised his arm his finger pointing, and suddenly a bl ack
l[ine shot fromit. The line flew to the dragon, and whi pped around the
reptile's form Now the dragon struggl ed, discarding the pretense of sleep

but it was no use. The |line wapped around and around, until the dragon was
confined so closely that it could barely breathe.

The Adept turned and re-entered the pal ace. Now Forel saw that the |ine
remai ned attached to him it trail ed wherever he went. Strange man!

But his power was not to be doubted. The dragon |lay trussed and whi npering; he
was no longer any threat. Evidently it was the Black Adept's steed; its

m sbehavi or had been an enbarrassment, so the Adept had disciplined it nost
effectively. No creature of any sense ever crossed any Adept!

Forel ran to the gl obe and plunged in, changing to boy form Barel was there,
smling. "I could come out not," he said. "The gl obe be inpervious to ne. So |
told Nepe, and she told Bane, and he told Mach."

"And the rovot told the Black Adept!" Forel cried, understanding. "Methought
it coincidence he canme out!"

"Ne'er so, here," Barel said, satisfied. "Black cared naught for thee, but
aught for his pride. E en those w thout honor have pride."

"I came to ask thee the nature o' the decision in Proton-frane, that they may
verify what thy sire tells."

"Aye, | know it already: they be set to have three Ganes, and who w ns two,
wins all. An Gitizen Blue wins, Nepe be returned and the Contrary Citizens
give up. An the Citizens win, they get the Oracle, and ny sire and Bane
returned to work for them It be all or nothing, decided by the Ganes."

"They play nere ganes?" Forel asked, ammzed.

"They be inportant Ganes,'
under stand. "

Barel said, smling. "Tell the Adepts; they will

Dubi ously, Forel changed back to wolf formand left the gl obe. He was sure
that Barel was not teasing hi mbut was soneone el se? Wuld he be | aughed out
of the pal ace when he reported that they were playing ganes in Proton-frane?



By the time he re-entered the main chanber, the rovot's report was done. The
Adepts were waiting for him Abashed, Forel slunk forward, tail held | ow

"Report, pup," Translucent snapped.

Forel changed to boy form "They—they be playing ganes," he said, and braced
hi nsel f for the laughter. But none cane. "Two o' three, for Nepe or the
Oacle.”

"How can they use the Oracle?" Transl ucent denanded.
"That be the stake too. The rovot and Bane to work as before, for the Adepts."
Transl ucent nodded. "Let's get on with it, then."

Evidently his answer did accord with the one the rovot had given! They t ook
ganes seriously in Proton-frane!

Forel was forgotten as the Adepts got down to negotiations. It was nmainly
bet ween Bl ue and Transl ucent, but others put in words on occasion

The essence was that all were agreed that this matter should be settled, and
that the stakes in Phaze were the Book of Magic and the boy Flach, who was
Barel. The rovot and Bane woul d serve the winner. Were they differed was in
how to settle it.

"Let's nake it a contest o' single chanpions,” Stile said. "I will stand for
our side; who will stand for thine?" But none cane forth fromthe Adverse
Adepts; they knew that none of them could be sure of prevailing either
physically or magically against Stile. This was a seem ng oddity, because
Stile was the snallest anmong them and old, and lived sinply, as if he had
little magi c; How decei vi ng appearances coul d be!

"Let's nake it a war of animals,"” Purple said. "Qurs 'gainst thine." But Blue
demurred, for there were nore vicious animals supporting the Adverse Adepts
than there were supporting Stile, and some of them were dragons and rocs: it
woul d not be a fair contest.

"But my golens will neet thy animals,"” Brown offered.

"Thy gol enms be inpervious to pain!" Purple retorted.

"W be going round and round," Translucent said inpatiently. "Let's hear a
suggestion fromthe animals, then!" He glared around, but there was no peep
fromthe animals. "What stuff be ye made o' ?" he demanded. "Here we have a
sinmple matter o' dominance to settle; nust it come to total internecine

war fare? Wy, this pup could do better than that!"

"Ask the pup, then," Purple snapped.

Qops! Forel tried to hide under a chair, but he was in boy formand coul d not
do it before all eyes found himout. "Aye," Translucent said, his gaze fixing
on him "How woul dst thou settle this?"

Forel knew he was stuck for it. He could not try to avoid answering, however
foolish he made hinsel f, because he was bound to do what Transl ucent asked.
Well, all he could do was say something, and let it be rejected with disgust,
and then he woul d be off the tooth.



"I —et hinks | + would have a siege," he said, remenbering a gane of battle he
had played with other pups. "Two sides, each laying siege to the other's flag,
and the one who captures the other flag without losing its own— He stall ed,
cowed by their silence.

"A siege,"
Pack neet similar o

Transl ucent said, nodding. He glanced at Kurrelgyre. "Wuld thy
' ours in such a gane?"

"Aye," the Pack Leader said imrediately. "An it be limted to an equi val ent
force, and no Adept magic."

Transl ucent gazed at the remaining aninmal |eaders. "Any o' ours to neet this
Pack?"

There was a cl anmor of response. They were all ready! Forel was amazed; had not
expected to be taken seriously.

"I see the dragons be ready," Translucent said. "Now*

"Nay!" Stile cut in. "Werewolves be brave, but that be foolish. Match them
' gai nst | andbound creatures, near their size."

"Nay, size be no issue," Kurrelgyre protested. "Make the group o' simlar
strength, be all. Few large, or many snmall, and we'll accommodate."

"Few | arge," Translucent said. "Such as ogres— Here the ogre chief raised a
huge call oused fist. "Or many small, such as goblins." And the goblin chief

j unped up, eager to oblige.

"Put up sanple tribes, and let us choose one," Stile suggested.

"My tribe will do it!" the goblin said.

Stile turned to Kurrelgyre. "Wul dst neet that one?"

"Aye," the werewol f said. "They be a long-tinme nuisance;

my wol ves would be glad to deal with them"

"Then | think we have a match,"” Stile said.

But there was another clanmor fromthe other representatives; they all wanted
to participate. "Make it three sieges,"” Translucent suggested. "Each a
different set."”

"But w thout blood," Stile said.

"Wthout blood!" Purple exclainmd. "Mwyhem be the point!"

"Nay. The point be thy style or mine. | will not shed bl ood unnecessarily to
establish a bl oodl ess settlenent. Blunt the weapons."

Purpl e was di sgusted, but in the end the conprom se was forged: Adept nmgic on
both sides would be used to make any wounds non-lethal. A wolfs bite m ght
seemto tear out a goblin's throat, and bl ood would flow, but that part would
be illusion; the goblin would be unconscious for the duration, but unhurt. A
goblin's club m ght knock a wol f sensel ess, but the wolf would wake after the
si ege unhar nmed.

They al so set up three sieges: first a vanpire Flock woul d engage a harpy



Fl ock, then a unicorn Herd would neet an ogre Clan, and finally the wolf Pack
woul d settle with the goblin Tribe. Two victories would settle the issue, and
that side would gain the Book of Magic and the services of Rovot and Bane, or
woul d recover Flach and keep the rest. In short, the future dom nance of the
frame woul d be deci ded by these contests, just as would be the case in Proton

"But what if one side wins Proton, and the ot her Phaze?" Brown asked.

Transl ucent | aughed. "Then we play nore ganmes, and yet nore, till the sides
agree."

Stile nodded. He wanted the issue settled as much as Transl ucent did.
So it was agreed. A comittee was appointed to work out the details, and the

others di spersed. Forel reported to Barel in the globe, who relayed the news
to Nepe, verifying what the rovot was sending to the other side.

"Before | go," Translucent said, approaching Kurrelgyre. "I prom sed a small
reward, and ny hostages behaved well, and | keep my word. Wl f, | would
exchange this one," he indicated Forel, "for another." He glanced at Forel

"Who be Flach's bitch?"

"He has no bitch, only his Prom sed," Forel said.
"Whate' er. Wo be she?"

"Sirel noba.'’

Transl ucent returned to Kurrelgyre. "Forel for Sirel noba. She would keep him
better conmpany on the isle.”

"Agreed," Kurrel gyre said.
"One thing nore. This one be bl ooded. He made his first Kill on the isle."
"Agreed," the Pack Leader said again.

So it was done, to Forel's anmazement and delight. He would return to the Pack
and receive his new syllable, and Barel would have the conpany of the one
closest to him The Adept had indeed been nore than fair. Now he understood
why even his enem es treated Translucent with respect; he deserved it.

10
Sheen

Sheen wal ked beside Citizen Blue to the Ganme Annex. The Annex had been cl osed
for all residents except for this single event. "I fear you are maki ng an
error," she said.

"It is a ganble we nust take," he countered. "You are an excellent player, and
you have a consistency that fleshy creatures |ack. Qur chances are best with
consi stency. "

"But Citizen Purple is an unscrupul ous nan, and a veteran ganesnman. You need
to put up your best against him and you are the best."

"But he knows me well. He will have traps for nme. You were a surprise; he is
rel atively unprepared for you. Therefore you are the better match, though you
may not be the better player."



The process of the selection of players had been the subject of intense

negoti ati on and conpromni se. Each side wanted the other to designate its player
first, so that the best prospect against that player could be chosen. Finally
they had settled on one first-designation by the Contrary Citizens, and one by
Blue's side. One match would be different: each side would get to choose its
opponent fromthe ranks of the other. Thus the selection would be for the
weakest players instead of the strongest. The sel ection would be done for the
second gane, inmmediately before it, so that there could be no preparation

The Citizens had put up Purple. Blue had had twelve hours to put up his
chanpi on. When the third gane came, the situation would be reversed, and the
Citizens woul d have the advantage. But perhaps, if things went well, there
woul d be no third gane.

Sheen did not worry unduly, because as a self-wlled nachine she could contro
her enotions. But she knew that victory was by no neans certain, and that
Purpl e, even caught by surprise, renmained a better player than she. The odds
favored her loss to him and that woul d prejudice Blue's case. Yet of course
he had to save hinself for the final game, to bring the victory if the first
two ganes were not sufficient.

They came to the game chanber. Here Bl ue kissed her and turned away; he woul d
watch with others in an audi ence chamnber. For the manipul ation of the grid,
only the two direct players would be there. There would be no advice fromthe
si del i nes.

She stepped up to the console and stood waiting. In a monent Citizen Purple
entered, like an ancient king in his elaborate purple robe. He even wore a
purpl e di adem set with precious anethyst stones. Huge, bearded, confident, he
was a daunting presence.

But she, a robot, was not daunted. She sinply recogni zed and cat al ogued t he
effects, in case any of themindicated any aspect of his nature that m ght be
expl oited for her advantage in the game. She cared nothing for kings or
Citizens, only for the factors of the monent.

Purpl e stared at her over the console, his gaze commenci ng at her forehead,

i nspecting her brown tresses, crossing her own gaze w thout taking note of it,
and coursing down to linger on her bare breasts. But again his effort was

wast ed; her body was naked, in the fashion of all serfs, and her breasts were
pseudof| esh coverings over utility cabinets. Humanoid males tended to ignore
the inner reality and focus on the outer form so that they found a breast

i nteresting regardl ess whether it was fashioned of living flesh, anoebic mass
or plastic, but that was their foible; Sheen was indifferent to his stare.
When Bl ue | ooked at her body, she took notice; not otherw se.

"I'f you are ready, sir," she said after a nonent.
H s hand crashed down on his side of the console. Her side |lighted, show ng
the primary grid.

PHYSI CAL
MENTAL
CHANCE
ARTS

PwnPE

NAKED TOOL MACHI NE ANI VAL

She saw by the highlighting that she had the nunbers. For a nonment she was



tenmpted to sel ect CHANCE and be done with it. But that was probably not
rational, because Blue believed she had a better than even chance to win in a
gane of skill. Her long association with |living human bei ngs, and her femal e
programm ng, did account for some irrationality, but she was capabl e of
overruling it. Wat would he choose? She gl anced up, and saw his porcine eyes
fastened again on her breasts. Suddenly she knew. he had chosen NAKED, because
he coul d not | ook upon an unavail abl e wonan w t hout desiring her. It was his
way; he had lusted after Tania's vol uptuous secretary Tsetse, and connived

wi t hout Tania's knowl edge to have access to her. Now that Tani a had def ected,
Tsetse had wasted no tinme in denouncing her and becom ng Purple's secretary,
conf essi ng what she had done in the past. That bad had two effects:

Tania's fury, and Purple's loss of interest. He had little taste for what was
no | onger forbidden. But Sheen herself was perhaps the nost forbidden fenale:
the wife of Purple's major eneny. Oh, yes, he desired her now, and so great
was his compul sion that he had to grasp at any straw to get closer to her

Wth luck, he mght get her into a gelatin westling match, and possess her as
he pinned her. Her detestation of both himand his act would only increase his
passi on.

Now it was clearer why Blue had chosen her to play against this man. Purple's
nature distorted his judgnment, making hi mvul nerable to mani pul ati on. He had
to know she woul d never let himclose to a gelatin chanber, or any ot her
body-t o-body sport, yet he had to play for it.

She al nmost smiled. Too bad her robot strength was governed, so that she could
exert no nore force than a healthy living woman m ght, unless threatened with
destruction. O herw se, she could lead himinto that gelatin, and pin him
down, and win. He might even go knowingly into the loss, just to have that
bodily contact in such an environment. But fair was fair; she had to be the
woman she seened, and he knew that.

Wll, she would tenpt hima bit. She touched 1. PHYSI CAL.

| mredi ately the secondary grid formed: 1D. PHYSI CAL ANl MAL. Just as she had
known!

Then she did a doubl et ake, a programed manneri sm not often invoked. Animal ?
He had fool ed her!

She gl anced up. There were his eyes, still fixed on her breasts. He was having
his fun with her in tw ways: ogling her body, and deceiving her about his

i ntentions. He was of course a master player, and this was effective strategy.
Wul d she have chosen PHYSICAL if she had guessed?

She had the numbers again: 5. SEPARATE. 6. | NTERACTIVE. 7. COVBAT. 8.
COOPERATI VE. She tried again to guess what he might choose. H s options were
E. EARTH F. FIRE G GAS H. H2Q, translating respectively to the various
surfaces: Plat, Variable, D scontinuous and Liquid.

He was an old man, tough, but surely not as much so, physically, as he once
had been. He should prefer to remain on his stout feet, on a flat plain or a
nmount ai nous sl ope. He would not like to get into the water, riding dol phins or
sharks, and di sconti nuous woul d be beyond him

That being the case, she should make it as hard for himas she coul d. She was
nomnally old and fermal e, but actually her robot body renai ned as strong as
ever. Strength counted in other ways than direct force of |inb; she m ght not
be able to overcome himin a westling match, but she could surely outlast him
in a mtch requiring repetition or endurance. Mdre of that was often needed in



ani mal contests—that was generally recognized. R ding a horse, for exanple,
was not a state of rest—not if the animal was frisky, as it would be in a
raci ng or combat situation

Conbat. Well, why not? That could be jousting on horseback, and she had

| earned to ride, because Blue was the top rider on the planet. It had taken
speci al nodification of her programm ng, but she had done it for him and had
become capable of riding almost any animal, tame or wild. She knew that the
Lady Blue (now the Lady Stile) in Phaze was expert, and as the years had
passed she had felt steadily closer to the Lady. The nechani sm of parallelism
bet ween the franmes had never been well understood, and with the separation of
t he past decades there had been little chance to study it, but it seened that
it was a gradual thing. That individuals were not necessarily fixed frombirth
as parallels; some were, like the two Tani as, but some became parallel over
the course of their lives. She liked to think that she was approaching
otherselfismwith the Lady Blue. Certainly a nunber of Citizens, by position
and inclination, had become increasingly like their Adept counterparts, by
Mach and Bane's accounts. So Sheen had learned to ride, deliberately fostering
her enul ation of the Lady. It had been no nore than an exercise of a foolish
dreamdntil Mach had exchanged with Bane, proving that a robot could be the
other self of a living person

These thoughts took little time; they were a rehash of fam liar ground. She
was already in the process of touchi ng COVBAT.

The tertiary grid appeared—and she had another surprise. Purple had chosen
Di scontinuity! That meant they woul d be doi ng physical battle in the air, or
on broken surfaces. She was not well rehearsed in that. The cunning Citizen
had out maneuvered her agai n.

Sheen knew she was in trouble. Purple would not have chosen GAS unless he felt
conpetent in that nmedium He nust have practiced in some aspect of this, so
that he coul d have an advantage when he needed it. She had practiced none but
the flying horse, for private pleasure.

Still, there were ways and ways. She renenbered a little-used option that Blue
had di scovered, that m ght be used to turn this grid to her advantage. She
needed a way to be sure that she was not playing Purple' s ganme, and she no

| onger trusted her judgment in this respect. He had fooled her tw ce, and

m ght maneuver her into accepting the very option he desired. But not if she

i nvoked her pl oy.

The tertiary grid was enpty, like the others, but unlike the others, it would
be filled. Alist of options was at the side: specific games they could choose
to fill the grid. This was often the nost dramatic part of a Gane: the
maneuvering in the final grid. Wen players of known skills conpeted, the
actual playoff could be mainly a matter of form the outcone was known,
because of the unequal skills of the contestants. In the two early grids it
was too indefinite; it could go either way. But here in the small grid, the
one with only nine squares, the real nature and odds of the encounter were

det er mi ned.

Al'l of the choices related to physical conbat involving animals. The
definition of "animal" was broad; androids and even some cyborgs counted in
particul ar cases, as well as true aninmals. Mst of theminvolved birds,

whet her natural or artificial.

There was an advantage in placing the first choice, because the one who did
woul d get five choices to the other's four, weighting the grid in his favor.



But this was offset by a correspondi ng advantage given to the other in the

pl ay: choice of color in chess, of offense or defense in football, or initial
serve in tennis, and so on. Were this was not applicable, the other player
woul d get the choice of numbers or letters, which could nake a critica
difference if placenments were carel ess. Experienced players tended to go for
t he play advantage, being conpetent in nost games; beginners preferred
stacki ng the choi ces.

"Take it, wench," Purple said, his eyes stroking her torso again. By this tine
a normal worman woul d be flustered by the direct and pointed attention, know ng
that the Citizen had a far better than even chance to realize whatever
anbition he had for interaction with her, regardl ess of the outcone of the
Gane. But Sheen was hardly normal; even had she been of fleshly nature, she
remained Citizen Blue's wife. Not even his conpatriots would support himif he
wayl ai d her. Thus he confined his aggression to his eyes and his voice, doing
what he could to unnerve her. It was usually a good ploy; the slightest

shaki ness in either the choices or the actual play could nake the difference
in the outcone.

So she had the first choice, as though Purple had no concern for any trifling
advant age she m ght gain. Again, the psychol ogical ploy was wasted on her; as
a machi ne, she sinply was not subject to irrational nuances of doubt, only
rati onal ones. Her concern was to play correctly—and he had just given her the
break she needed. Now she woul d have two chances in three to get a playoff she
l'i ked.

She touched the choice of Sparrow Sparring, and the center square of her grid.
I mredi ately the words transferred. She had the best |ocation, sone thought,
though in practice it made little difference. She had worked with animals,
including birds, in her effort to emulate the Lady Bl ue, because the Lady had
wor ked to heal many sick or injured creatures who canme to the Bl ue Denesnes in
Phaze. Sparrow Sparring involved the projection of the player's commuands to
living birds, who flew up and attacked each other with beak and claw. The
birds, not naturally vicious, were trained for this, and both beaks and cl aws
were capped by soft material that left a smear of color on the target rather
than causing injury. The one who inflicted a severe enough "injury" on the
other received the reward of especially tasty seed, and that bird' s manager
won the game. Sheen had devel oped a certain enpathy with the small birds, and
now had what she thought of as "sparrow circuits" so that she could direct
themeffectively. It was not just a matter of giving specific comuands; it was
a matter of proper notivation and superior strategy. She believed she could
win this one, because Purple was liable to be too callous in his treatnent of
smal |, weak creatures.

H's turn: he set Cock Fighting into the upper left square, 9J. The nunbers
carried on fromthe prior sequence, and the letters skipped "I" in the
standard manner to avoid confusion with the number "1." These would be fierce
flying roosters who could strike on the ground or in the air; the cock pit was
a cage with assorted perches and baffles so that each combatant could choose
his turf and dodge about tactically. As with the sparrows, the birds' weapons
were nock; the little blades affixed to their | egs—the spurs—delivered col or
snears instead of lethal cuts. Once the fights had been real, but Citizen Bl ue
had decreed that they be noderated: no real blood was shed in the name of
entertai nnent any nore. A nunber of die-hard players were disgusted, but Blue
hel d t he dom nant hand. Sheen hoped to do her part to ensure that he continued
to govern; if the Contrary Citizens prevailed, blood would flow again in nore
than the figurative sense.

Her turn: she put Hawk Lasso in 11L, the bottomright coner. In this one the
hawks carried | oops of fine cord, and tried to snare each other. The first to



get a tight loop around the other's neck, tail or feet was the victor. There
wer e safeguards, and the birds were apt flyers; they seened to enjoy it,

t hough the command-i npul ses sent by the players prevented themfromplaying it
their way.

He filled in Dog Fight in 10J, right below his prior entry. This was the
zero-gee variant, with a spherical cage; the dogs used the wall only as a
 aunchi ng surface to attack each other. It was difficult to get in a good
bite, without the anchorage of gravity, and the dogs required special training
bef ore they becanme conpetent. The trained dogs were evenly matched, as were
all the contest animals; it was the skill of the players who directed strategy
and tactics that made the difference. The teeth were blunted, to prevent harm
but Sheen did not want to tackle the Gtizen in this arena; he was too

bl oodt hirsty, and probably had practiced secretly with dogs whose teeth were
shar p.

Now it was her turn, and she had only one spot to fill this tine: 11J. That
was because she could not afford to let Purple fill in a conplete columm of
his choices, for that would represent his victory in the grid. He would sinply
sel ect that colum, and she would be stuck with one of his choices, having no
chance at any of her own. In this sense the grid was like its primtive
progenitor, tic-tac-toe: three in a row spelled victory. So she filled in Jet
Birds, giving herself one option in that col um.

He put OM Bonb in the top center box. In this contest trained ows would be
directed to drop bonbs of colored water on each other. The liquid was

harm ess, but was scented in a manner the birds did not |ike. The cage was

| arge, so that they had anple flying room Each tried to get above the other
so as to be able to score with the bonb, but of course the ceiling was the
limt. The ow s knew how to | aunch their bonmbs upward agai nst an opponent

pi nned agai nst the ceiling, so "upsmanship”" was not the only strategy.

Now she had to fill in 9L, to prevent himfromgetting a full row of choices.
That was the thing about his "generous" yielding of the first placenment to
her: because he could go with either the nunbers or the letters, nothing was
safe for her. She put in Pigeon Kites: a contest in which pigeons actually
flewlittle kites in the stiff air currents provided by nozzles. The strings
were triangular in cross-section, each edge sharp and serrated. The trick was
to down the opponent's kite, either by cutting its string or pre-enpting its
wind so that it dropped out of control. The pigeons, though trained, were not
smart; most of the skill had to be that of the players, sending repeated and
specific directives. Mve left, fly up, turn, drop down, and so on. The
maneuvers could get quite intricate.

Now she had chances to conplete either the L columm or the 11 row. But this
represented no victory for her, because he had the option. He would sinply

bl ock out one, and choose the other. For exanple, he could fill 10L, then play
the grid fromthe nunbers, so as to prevent her from choosing the 11 row that
woul d have her three choices. Only a duffer would play it otherw se.

He filled Laser Duel: Eagle in the L colum. In this, the eagles were
artificial, being cyborgs in eagle form Their living brains qualified them as
animal s. Each carried a |laser pistol that it could fire straight ahead. If a
score was made, the victinms systemshorted out and the bird fell to the net
bel ow. This one was a favorite with the younger players, especially the nales;
they loved to fire lasers, even vicariously, and chortled when an eagl e spun
out of control

Now t here was one box left to fill, UK She would have her row, but since she
woul d have to work fromthe letters, she had no chance to benefit fromit. She



had a better ploy, and this was the tinme for it.
"Dragon Duel ," she said.
A word |ighted bel ow her grid: ERRORNO SUCH GAME EXI STS.

"But it fits the category,"” she said. "The listed choices are only
suggestions; the players can choose what they wi sh, as long as they remain
within the definitions of the encounter.” She glanced up at Purple. "lsn't
that correct, sir?"

The Citizen netted his gaze from her bosom "True, doxie. You want it, you can
have it."

"I want it.

Now t he voi ce of the Gane Computer sounded. "An extension of the gane options
has been proposed. Judgnent Committee nunber 452 report imediately to Gane
Consol e 23."

Purple licked his lips. "You really want to do this, peaches?" he inquired
with relish. He, as a Phaze fan, had | ong experience with nocked-up dragons.
"1 do."

"Il make you a side deal, sweetbuns. I'll give you that arena—

"No deal," she snapped. She m ght win or she might |ose, but she had no
intention of comtting her body to his lechery in addition. Her ploy was that
he woul d be so intrigued by the new contest that he would elect to play it
anyway.

There was a stir in the audi ence chanber as the nmenbers of the Judgment
Conmittee arrived. A nunber of the watchers evidently had not known that
specific ganes or even categories could be added in this nmanner. To have it
happen during a contest as inportant as this was rare excitemnent.

The conmittee consisted of one female Citizen, one male G tizen, one fenale
serf, one male serf, and the Game Conputer, represented by a humanoi d robot
whose outer surface was transparent so that its wires, hydraulics and

el ectroni ¢ conponents showed. It took charge at once.

"The serf Sheen will explain the nature of the proposed gane."

Sheen was ready. "The Dragon Duel would consist of each player guiding an
android or cyborg flying dragon whose weapons woul d be those of the genuine
dragons of Phaze:

fiery breath and netallic talons. The technol ogy of such creations is
avai | abl e, and the nature of dragons is known. The players will control their
dragons in the sanme manner they control other animals: by projecting commands
to them The dragon that downs its opponent will be the w nner."

"Modification," Citizen Purple said. "lInstead of sending commands, the players
will actually ride their dragons. This will make the game far nore personal
and dranatic."

That caught Sheen by surprise. She had expected himto be silent, letting her
make or break her case. If the commttee concluded that the proposed gane was
i mpractical, then the square on which she had asked to enter it was forfeit,
and her opponent would get to place a choice of his own there. Thus Purple



stood a reasonabl e chance of gaining an advantage nerely by keeping his nmouth
shut. But as it was, he had beconme a co-proponent of the notion, and so woul d
gain no advantage if it were turned down. This was sonething he was entitled
to do, just as she was entitled to ask for the new gane.

The male Citizen on the commttee had a question. "Large creature constructs
are val uable. How woul d you justify the waste of resources entailed in
shooti ng down expensi ve dragons?"
"By nmaking the weapons token, sir," she replied. "The dragon fire could be a
beam of light that would trigger the short-circuiting of key circuits in the
victimwhere it struck. There would be no | oss of equipnment, and the dragons
could be used repeatedly without suffering actual damage."

The fenmale serf had a question for Purple. "Sir, you say the players will ride
the dragons. What if they fall off?"

Citizen Purple eyed her. She was reasonably young and pretty, and flushed
becom ngly under her gaze. "Harnesses," he said. "Saddles. No one will fal

unl ess the dragon does, and it will be protected from crashing."

"The Gane facilities are limted," the female Citizen said.

"Where woul d such a ganme be pl ayed?"

Sheen knew she was in trouble. "I had thought of small dragons, sir. In Phaze

there are dragons of all sizes, and sone are hardly bigger than birds, and
could conmpete in an existing arena, controlled by sent directives."

"As it happens," Purple said, "I have |larger nodels of dragons on ny estate at
t he Purple Muntain Range, that can be ridden. I will nmake ny estate and
equi prent available to the Game Annex for this limted purpose. There will be

no cost to the city."

Sheen was amazed. Purple was actively pursuing her ploy! She had known he had
nock fantasy creatures on his nmonstrous estate, but had never thought he woul d
of fer these for public use. Her notion had been intended to catch his fancy;

it had succeeded beyond her expectation

"How | ong would it take to set up?" the male citizen inquired.

"No time," Purple replied grandly. "The dragons and facilities are avail able
now. "

The conmittee consulted, then voted. The game was judged on feasibility and
interest; Ctizen Purple's offer made it feasible, his way, and it was obvious
t hat everyone was interested. The gane was accept ed.

TERTI ARY GRID: |1 D7G Physical Animal - Assi sted Conbat, Discontinuous Surface

Cock Fight OM Bonb Pi geon Kite
Dog Fi ght Sparrow Spar Eagl e Due
Jet Birds Dr agon Duel Hawk Lasso

Sheen realized that she had m spl ayed her ploy. She had not allowed for the
Citizen's nodification, and now the new gane was far nmore to his specification
than to hers. Still, the dynam cs of managing a flying dragon shoul d be
simlar, whether done by renote suggestion or direct personal contact.

But they still had the grid to play. Purple had the choice of nunmbers or



| etters—and he amazed her again by taking the letters. That gave her the
chance to choose row 11 and be guaranteed a ganme of her choi ce.

"Take it, luscious," the CGtizen said grandly. "You asked for it, you got it;
now put your body where your mouth is.”

He really wanted to play that gane! Sheen realized that she was committed; she
had asked for it, and had gotten it, and now would | ook lIike a bad sport if
she didn't follow through. O course she should not |et appearances interfere
wi th sensible choosing—yet it did seemsensible to her. She had rehearsed the
dynam cs of flying in the past; she should be able to manage a properly

desi gned dragon

She touched 11. Imediately the box |ighted. They had sel ected Dragon Duel

The Citizen's estate turned out to be capacious indeed. It covered a region of
t he Purpl e Muntain Range hundreds of kilonmeters square. Ctizen Blue had the
greatest financial |everage, therefore the nost power, but he had never gone
in for luxurious surroundings. Purple obviously believed in catering to his
selfish interests. But it was inpressive not only for scale; the detail was
intricate. This was a replica of Phaze, so realistic as to be deceptive. Sheen
had been there, decades ago when she was new, and her nenory banks were

unt arni shed by time; she could appreciate the accuracy of this replication
Purple's devotion to the image of Phaze was obvi ously genui ne.

Citizen Blue brought in his own crew to check the nechani sm of the dragons.
They were in perfect working order: giant nmetal and plastic bodi es governed by
living animal brains crafted in the |laboratory for this purpose. Wen they
were put through test flight, they seened indeed alive, glaring balefully
around as if wishing to chonp the spectators. Probably those Iiving m nds
hated this servitude, and would indeed attack if not bound by effective
strictures.

The dragons were ready. Sheen nounted hers and was given instructions: the
creature was responsive to the pressures of the rider's legs, as with a horse,
wi th additional |eg-commands for ascending and descending. It would not react
to the human voice, as this was unreliable during w nd-sheering maneuvers. It
woul d obey i medi ately, so that very soon it would seemlike an extension of
herself. She was also pernmitted to take off first, so as to gain the feel of
it before the conbat started.

She was in a saddle, and in a harness that she could not have escaped had she
wanted to. She would not fall fromthe dragon, and it could not crash, because
there were repul sive magnetic fields at the ground that would buoy it. She
wore goggles to protect her eyes fromw nd, flying dust, or the bright flashes
of the "fire" jets. She, as a robot, had | ess need of these than a living
worman night, but was satisfied to accept any protection offered.

She knew she was outclassed; the Ctizen had had decades to perfect his
technique on artificial dragons, and would be far superior in the air. But she
did have sonme small assets. She weighed less, for Purple was portly, and since
the two dragons were even, hers should have a slight edge in velocity and
maneuverability. She also had the ability to catal ogue the precise nature of

t he commands she gave the dragon, and their effects, and repeat these exactly.
The l'iving human brain was nore sophisticated than hers in nost respects, but
when it came to rote |learning, hers was better. Thus she could quickly
calibrate her maneuvers to an extent the arrogant Citizen night not

appreci ate, and so he could underestimate her. That could be critical

They | aunched. The repul sor field canme on, and the dragon fl apped its great



wi ngs, but that was not all. It had downward-pointing nozzles al ong the
underside of its body and wings that jetted air; this provided extra lift. In
Phaze the flight of dragons was augnented by magic; the wi ngs al one were not
sufficient. Here science did the job. If one dragon flew under another, here,
it would be pushed down by the jets; but these were set to splay out so that
the effect was not dangerous except at close range. Still, it was a strategy
to remain aware of; if she saw Purple's dragon trying to come down on hers
from above, she would get out of the way. In this respect the jets substituted
for an attack by the feet; these dragons had no feet.

She had been pondering strategies for the conbat fromthe nonent the gane had
been set. She had to surprise the Gtizen in some way, and that was her
greatest chall enge, because her m nd was bound to be both | ess experienced and
| ess original than his. Wat could she come up with that he woul d not

antici pate? She could think of only one thing—and, |ike her ploy of choosing
a gane not on the list, it had to be done only at the end. Only if she was
bound to | ose anyway would it become worthwhile.

The ride was uneven. The dragon lurched forward and up with each wi ng-stroke;
it woul d have been al nbst inpossible to remain mounted bareback! She had seen
pi ctures of maidens riding dragons wi thout harness, saddle or reins; indeed,
she had read such stories to Mach, bringing himup just like the boy he

enmul ated. But she had felt obliged to explain to himthat this was sheer
fantasy; only with magic could such riding be done. He had | ooked and nodded.
"Or a spot floating force field," he had suggested. He had been literal as a
robot—but later it had turned out that the seed of magic had i ndeed taken hold
of his soul, and he had found a way to go to Phaze.

Now here she was, a naked woman on a dragon—but the saddl e and harness

encl osed her to such an extent that she mght as well have been clothed. Her
arms and | egs were nobile, but her body was |ocked in place. The harness
straps were padded, but she knew that a real woman woul d soon have chafed

fl esh, because of the violence of the notion

She pressed with her knees, and the dragon veered i mediately. It was
responsive, all right! She squeezed in the "down" configuration, and the
dragon | evel ed out, then nosed down. She reversed signals imediately, and it
wobbl ed, then resumed its clinb into the bright sky. Already the trees were
wel | below, and the | andscape was opening out. Ahead was the inpressive slope
of the Purple Muntain Range, but behind was a | ot of open air.

She decided to experinment. She nade the dragon |level out, and fly directly
toward the nountains, which rose higher than her present elevation. Wuld it
veer clear on its own, or would it obey her?

The dragon turned its head, glancing back at her. Its neck was not |inber
enough to enable it to aimits head fully back, and as she |l ooked into its
bal eful red eye, she understood why. The living brain that animted this body
hat ed her, because she was directing it; it would gladly destroy her if it
could. It knewit could not—not intentionally. But by acci dent—perhaps.

The head faced forward again, and the dragon stroked nore vigorously forward.
It wanted to crash into the slope of the mountain! Since it could not do so
literally, what did it think would happen? She tried to anal yze the dynanics,
and t hought she knew.

Sure enough, the dragon plowed into the invisible repulsor field at full speed
and gl anced off. It did a vertical |oop, so that she was upsi de down. She gave
it the roll-over command with her feet, and, reluctantly, it turned over and
flew level. It had obviously hoped that the surprise would shake her, perhaps



causing her to vomt; it did not know that it had done exactly what she
want ed. She had gained a vital bit of information

Meanwhi | e, Purple's dragon had | aunched. She was required to give himtine to
assunme an elevation simlar to her own; thereafter there were no conventions.
The better dragonflyer would wi n—er the nore cunning one. She was neither

unl ess her concl udi ng pl oy worked.

Al'l too soon, the Citizen was with her. The duel was on! She knew she coul d
not flee or hide. Her only chance at the outset was attack, to keep the
Citizen occupi ed, and hope she nade a | ucky score. She guided her steed toward
t he ot her.

Purpl e was not fazed. He oriented his own dragon to cone straight at her. A
direct collision was inmpossible; the cyborg dragons would not allowit,
tenmpted though they night be. They woul d take turns passing above and bel ow
each ot her.

She gave her beast the toe-stab that was the fire command. The dragon
dutifully ainmed its snout and fired its laser. But this was not an instant
thing; the seeming fire curled out visibly. That gave the Ctizen tine to
dodge, and the fire passed bel ow. Then Sheen's steed was struck by the
downbl ast of the other's elevation jets, and she had to guide her nount to
stability.

She heard sonet hing. She craned her neck to | ook backward—and saw t he
Citizen's dragon | ooping straight up. Then, as it hit the top of its loop, it
rolled over and oriented on her. The fire started.

She nade her dragon veer to the side, and the jet nissed. That was a maneuver
she hadn't thought of! The vertical |oop was faster than a horizontal turn
woul d have been; she had al nbst been caught as a sitting duck, as it were.

She made a horizontal circle. Could she catch himfromthe side, so that he
could not fire back imedi ately? She tried, but found it to be inpractical

the sl owness of the fire nmeant that it would either nmiss far behind the other
dragon or, if aimed sufficiently ahead, be readily avoi dable. That

sl owness—how was that possible, with lasers? It had to be a timed sequence,
twin beanms invisible until they intersected, then "catching fire" at a

di stance fromthe snout. That region of intersection was noved outward as the
beams shone, so that the fire progressed forward in the manner of a rea

flanme. Clever—and frustrating for her, because the Citizen was better at these
maneuvers than she was.

She woul d have to get very close to be sure of her shot—and that woul d make
her vul nerable to Purple's shot. Unless she could close from behind.

She turned to follow the other dragon, and urged her steed forward. Yes—her
lighter weight made a difference, and they were gai ning! She could close
slowy, and toast the other's tail

But when the Citizen saw what she was doing, he dived. Now his extra wei ght

hel ped his steed, and he gained. As they swooped | ow, he |ooped up again, and
she had to dodge to avoid his shot. But she tried a ploy of her own: after she
noved aside, she noved back, orienting on himas he slowed at the top of his

| oop. If she could catch hi mnow—

But he fired first. She had forgotten that the dragons could nove their heads
as they fired; they did not have to be straight forward. She had to bank
desperately to avoid getting tagged, and did not quite succeed; there was a



flare of light at her dragon's right wingtip, and her ride became ragged. Sone
of the control circuits had been shorted out, and the w ng was crippl ed.

She was losing in rapid order. It was time to use her final ploy. She guided
the dragon upward, and it made erratic progress while the Citizen nmade a
snoot h horizontal turn. As his dragon set up for another shot. Sheen gave her
mount conflicting comands: clinb and dive. It was the kind of error a novice
or a flustered conbatant would nmake. A steed who liked its rider and was used
to the rider's ways nmight have paused, waiting for the correction. This one
did not like its rider, so took the pretext to go out of control. It lifted
its forepart, let its rearpart drop, blasted with its elevation jets, and spun
out of control

Whi ch was exactly what Sheen want ed.

They plumeted toward the ground, while the Citizen cruised down, orienting
for a shot when the repulsor field halted the fall and | eft the dragon
spinning in place. But Sheen started a series of comands just before then,
and recovered control. Her dragon had to obey. Instead of crashing in air, the
dragon bounced back up, in yo-yo fashion—and as it did, she fired, causing its
jet to swing in an arc toward the G tizen's steed. This was her ploy: to catch
the Citizen just when he thought he had a hel pl ess target.

But Purple's dragon was not hovering, it was circling. Sheen's shot nissed by
a w de margin.

Then Purple's dragon fired from behind her, and she was unable to get up speed
to avoid it. She knew before it struck that she was lost. The Citizen had
anticipated her, and the victory was his.

The nock fire did not hurt her physically, of course. But she knew she had
fail ed her husband in this nmost inportant contest. She had i ndeed been
overmat ched, and Citizen Blue would pay the price. Her emotional circuitry
t ook over, and she wept.

11
Phoebe

Phoebe perched in her den, desol ate. She had done wong; she knew it. She had
| et an unharpyli ke conpassion | ead her into hel ping the 'comboy Fl ach
escape—and Transl ucent had caught her at it. Yet the boy was the foal of the
uni corn Fleta, who had befriended her and cured her tailfeather itch, and of

t he Rovot Adept, who had given her a hairdo that had nmade her the Fl ock
Leader. How could she turn Flach away? She knew that a true harpy woul d have
pounced on the boy and offered himup to the Adepts, gleefully reneging on any
debt owed his famly. By her action she had proved that she | acked the proper
harpy attitude. So now she was barred again fromthe Flock, and there was to
be a scratch-off to select a new | eader, and she was in the dunps.

Yet such was her depravity, she knew she would do it again. The rovot and

uni corn had given her an illicit taste of something virtually unknown in

har pydom friendship. Now she cravenly clung to the notion. She wanted to be
anong fol k who cared for those they were with, instead of perpetually cursing
them So here she was, deprived of the kind of conpany she no | onger desired
anyway. She was sorry the lad had been recaptured. It was an irony that he had
been hiding fromthose sanme fol k who had befriended her. But she knew t hat
they did not really want to be on the side of the Adverse Adepts, any nore
than she did. They too were stuck in a nasty situation



She went down to her spring and peered at her reflection. Her fright wig was
saggi ng; the rovot's spell was slowy wearing off. But it had becone the mark
of her | eadership anong the harpies of her Flock, and its appeal to her was
fading with the appeal of association with the Flock. She was ready to let it
di ssol ve away. But because it was the gift of the rovot, she would not hurry
it.

She was hungry, so she hunted. Fortunately for her, this region was rich with
smal | prey, because an Adept enchantnent prevented her fromleaving it. They
were still nmulling over her fate; they might kill her, or they mght nmerely
mai m her, depending on their judgnment. If she had any way, she would flee to
the other side for sanctuary, but she knew she could not. She was in the sane
situation as the near-Adept Tania, who it seemed had now hel ped or tried to
hel p the eneny twi ce. Had Tania not been the sister of an Adept, and a rather
pretty young woman, too, she m ght have suffered grievously, the first tine.
Had she not managed to defect, she would certainly have suffered the second
ti me. Phoebe knew the cause of her problem it was common gossip in the Flock

She had been so foolish as to fall in love with Bane, the son of the Adept
Stile. They were working on the sane side, so she had not been able to use her
Eye on himand bend himto her cruel will; instead he had bent her to his kind
will, and thereby destroyed her nature. Even as Phoebe's nature had been

destroyed. Ah, the corruption wought by exposure to decency!

She flew |l ow through the forest, and spied a foolish fat rat gnawing on a
gourd by day. She gave a rat-terrorizing screech and pounced. The rat junped
away, but she snatched it in md-leap. Harpies were the champions of snatch
The Harpilynpics featured the two-claw snatch and the one-cl aw snatch and the
single, double and triple snatches, and the winners were so fast that the
noti on of their claws could not be seen; the prey went fromground to nmouth
seemingly of its own volition. She had seen one prize-w nning denmonstration in
whi ch a nouse, rat and rabbit had been snatched, with the first finishing in
the nmouth of the second, and the second in the nouth of the third, and the
third in the nmouth of the harpy, all seemingly in a single blurred notion
Triple snatch gal ore

There was a runbl e behind her. She flew up, startled, and turned in air to

| ook back, the rat still struggling in her claws. A cleft opened in the
ground, and fromit rose a fat man in a purple robe. "Purple Adept!" she
screeched, astonished and hardly pl eased. "Hast conme to dispatch ne at |ast,
t hou bul gi ng sausage?"

The ground cl osed, |eaving himstanding, unperturbed. "Merely to nake thee
choose, bird brain," he said equably.

"An | had a choice, would | choose to snatch thine eyeballs fromthy foul
face, and thy tongue too, and wap themthat they squirt not too nuch when
chonmp them " she screeched.

"An thou not be quiet, hen, willst thou hear not nmine offer."
"This for thine offer, offal!l" she screeched, letting go the very foul est of
droppi ngs. "An thou neanest not to torture nme to death, get thy presence gone

fromhere ere | suffocate fromthe nere snell of thee!"

"The offer be this: resunme the | eadership o' thy Flock, or be afflicted with
the return of thy tailfeather itch, ten tines as bad as before.”

He had certainly pinpointed the opposite extrenes of her preference!l But she
knew better than to trust this. "Were be the catch, flatus?"



"There be a task for thy Flock to perform"”

"Harpi es performtasks not!" she screeched. "W be dirty birds o' prey, not
beasts o' burden!"

"This be a nock conmbat situation,” he explained. "Thou nust engage in a siege
'gainst a vanpire Flock, the one to capture the flag o' the other and | ose not
its own."

"Mock?" she screeched, still looking for the catch she knew was there. "The
only one | wish to nock is thee, thou m serabl e excuse for fecul ence!l™

"Teeth and claws be nulled; their action seens real, but the victimsuffers
mere loss o' function, not o' linb or life, and after the siege be done, al
victins recover without further effect."

"What kind o' combat be that?" she screeched. "Action w thout the splatter o
bl ood be no action at all!"”

"I agree with thee, stinkfeather, but such be the rule. It be part o' the
conprom se hanmered out with Stile.”

"Wth Stile! Thou hast no dealings with the Bl ue Demesnes!" But this
i nterested her nore than she could afford to let on. If sone way offered to
defect to Stile...

"This siege be 'gainst a Flock o' bats supporting Stile. It be one o' three,
and two o' three gives the final victory. Canst snatch a flag from bats,
dangl edugs?"

Now t he catch was coming clear. She wanted to defect to the side of the Adept
Stile—and here she had to oppose it. The Purple Adept, suspecting this, had
devi sed an exquisite torment: she would have to | abor to deny Blue the
ultimte power. Was she to do this, as she knew she could, or suffer the
tornment of the tenfold tailfeather itch? She knew the Adept was maki ng no
bluff; his threat was well within his power of inplenentation

She was a coward; she knew it. She could face di smenbernent or death, but not
the tailfeather itch. It would tear her up to do this to Stile or his mnions,
but she could not face the alternative. "Aye," she nurnured.

"Methinks | did not hear thee, frightface," he said. "Dost agree to serve?"
"Aye," she said reluctantly.
"I saw no ripple."

"Aye!l" she screeched, and now the ripple radiated out, commtting her to her
ultimate. She would do her very best to acconplish the thing she hated to
acconpl i sh.

"Aye," he agreed, smiling smugly, and his cleft in the ground opened and took
hi min.

Phoebe surveyed the grounds of the siege personally. She well understood the
i nportance of terrain, having had to hunt alone for the years of her

tail feather itch; a hunter who knew her ground had a significant, often
critical advantage over one who did not. The key to success was to drive the
prey into terrain unfamliar to it; then it could readily be trapped and
snat ched.



In this case the prey was a flag; it could not be driven or spooked. But the

i mportance of knowi ng the ground remained, for creatures would be carrying
that flag. Bats would be guarding it, thus they were prey. Al so, bats would be
seeking to steal her own flag, and any who got hold of that flag had to be
caught i medi ately. The parallels to genuine hunting were cl ose enough

Her flag was nounted at the top of a towering pine tree. She had no choice
about that; the Adepts had determ ned the regi ons and pl acenents bef or ehand.
The bats would fly low, using the conceal nent of the m xed forest, perhaps
even crawing up the trunk of the pine tree to reach the flag. Once one of
themgot it—the thing was of very light fabric, so that it wei ghed al npost

not hi ng—+that bat would head for the sky, using its superior speed to

out di stance the pursuit of the harpies. The monment the two flags were put

t oget her by one creature, the siege would be over, and the victor the team of
t he one who held the flags.

She woul d have to assign hens to guard that tree, to nab any bat who tried to
climb it. That was sinple enough. Prevention was obviously the best defense;
she had to see that no bat got close to that flag.

She flew across to the eneny flag. This was nounted on a pole atop a small
mount ain peak. It would be easy to access it by air, but the hens would be
readily spotted. Bats in manform woul d be able to pick off the harpies, using
bows and arrows. That was the problem while a harpy was nore than a match for
a bat or several bats, a manformvanp with a good weapon was a match for
several harpies. The hens could fly high, out of range of the arrows, but
woul d have to descend to within range to snatch the flag. That was no good;

they would be riddled in short order. The arrows, |ike other weapons, m ght
have only a tenporary effect, but the siege could be lost if they nade a
carel ess approach

She flewin increasing spirals around the full region, peering at everything.
Here there was a chaparral, a thick tangle of small evergreen oak trees, a
fairly effective barrier to the manformbut not to batform There was an inlet
of the eastern sea, tapering frombroad to narrow and finally ending at the
mouth of a small river. That would be easy for either formto fly over, but
the manforms would have to swim where they woul d be vul nerable to harpy
attack. There was a ridge of hills angling roughly between the two flags, that
woul d serve as excellent cover for manfornms with weapons. There were
fire-cleared gl ades, and patches of thin forest; the cleared regions fornmed a
random and fairly intricate pattern that could offer both prom se and danger
for infiltrators

The east part of the siege area was limted by the Eastern Sea that surrounded
the East Pole. This was infested by saltwater predators and was unsafe for any
land or air creatures not protected by magic. But the inlet was fresh water,
fromthe river, and she spied no dangerous marine creatures there.

Interesting. This region was as newto the bats as to the harpies, being
neutral ground; the bats might not realize the significance of the fresh water
her e.

She conpl eted her survey. Bats were doing a simlar job;
this was a time of truce before the siege. She ignored them and returned to

her headquarters. She had | earned what she wanted, and was now working out a
strategy for victory.



For she had deci ded: she might wi sh that the Adept Stile's side could w n, but
she had made a deal, and she would give it her best. The bats would only beat
t he hens by out-sieging themand she doubted they could do it. Strategy had

al ways been her forte, as the Purple Adept had obviously known; sone other hen
m ght have botched the siege, but Phoebe woul d not.

Part of her w shed that the bats had a superior strategi st who coul d defeat
her, so that Stile could win. But the rest of her knew that would be terrible
for her, and not just because a | oss would beget the tenfold tailfeather itch
She had pride, after all; she had to prove she was the best, no matter what
the cost. Prove that she had not really been corrupted by decency. She hated
this, but it was the way it was.

Now she faced her Flock. "There be our flag," she screeched. "Across the
valley there, be the bats' flag, mounted on a hill. The game be this: we nust
snatch the eneny flag and bring it back to join ours, and that be the victory.
But we may not touch our own flag, only the enenmy. An they take it, we nust
destroy who carries it, and leave it lie, and guard it till we bring theirs to
it. Questions?"

"Can we kill then?" a horrendous old harpy screeched. "Nay, Sabreclaw But we
may try. Qur claws be enchanted so they poison not, only stun, and the sane
for the bats' weapons. This be a play-siege, but do thy worst, for it wll
seemreal, and only when it ends will the wounded and dead recover."

"Those bats be under the tutelage o' Vodlevile and his cub Vidselud," a
grizzled old harpy screeched. "They be friends to Stile, and be no fools. \Wat
be our strategy?"

"Ri ght dost thou be, Hawktooth," Phoebe screeched. "They be no nean
adversari es. They have both speed and power o'er us, in one formor t'other
But our strategies be two. For the defense thou willst govern, taking thy
place in the tree bel ow and snatching and di spatchi ng any bats who cone near
But beware, for thou willst have too few hens to do it well; thou nust be
cunning and waste no effort on trifles, |lest they overwhel mthee and take the
flag and fly it high and fast beyond thy neans to reco'er."

"Too few hens?" Hawktooth screeched. "Wy?"

"Because we need the rest on offense. As we do our job, thou willst not be
har d- pressed | ong. "
At the word "offense,"
was what they |iked.

the nmenbers of the Flock pressed in nore closely. That

"Thou, Sabreclaw, willst lead the attack on the enenmy flag, with six tough
birds o' thine own choosing," Phoebe continued. "But this be no easy thing."

"Gve me six foul hens and fal se, and there be naught to stand in our way!"
Sabrecl aw screeched boldly. "We'll snear those bats into spatters o' blood!"
There was a raucous chorus of agreenment. How these birds | oved bl ood! This was
of course the root of the traditional enmty between harpies and vanpires:
conpetition for blood.

"Nay, " Phoebe screeched, quelling the commtion. "This be a secret attack
avoi di ng mayhem "

There was di sgust, horror and outrage. "Wat kind o' attack be that?"
Sabr ecl aw demanded righteously. "An attack w thout blood be no mission for a
har py! "



"Blood with no victory be no mssion for us," Phoebe countered. "Dost want to
hangfeather in shane for |losing the siege to nere bats?"

They had to admit, grudgingly, that she had a point, albeit a technicality.
They wanted bl ood and victory, not one or the other.

A nasty thought pushed into Phoebe's consciousness, |like a tapewormin the gut
of an otherw se edible norsel. Was she assigning the nost ferocious hen of the
Flock to this nmission in the hope that Sabreclaw woul d be unable to contro

her lust for bl oodshed, and would go on a ranpage and nmess up her m ssion, so
that they would | ose the siege? That would bring no direct shane to Phoebe, if
it was clear that her strategy would have been effective. Yet if it were also
clear that she could have assigned a hen who woul d have obeyed orders..

She had to do this right. "Thou willst comit to doing this right, or needs I
nmust appoi nt an other squad | eader," Phoebe told Sabreclaw firmy. "The
success 0' the siege depends on this, and the shane be mne if there be not
di scipline in the ranks."

Sabrecl aw had to cormit to doing it right, lest she be summarily renoved from
the action. "But an there be no other way, then—=

"Then bl ood," Phoebe agreed. "Likely once thou dost put thy claw on the fl ag,
and before thou canst rise beyond the range o' their weapons, there be action
But before then, thou and thine be the neekest o' sparrows.”

"Aye, and dragons after!" They were coming to terms with it, realizing that
the bl ood would likely be only del ayed, not aborted. "But how do we get cl ose?
That flag be in plain view, and the bats be not batty enough to |leave it un-
guar ded! "

"Precisely," Phoebe agreed. "That be e exactly why the sneak-snatch be
necessary. Another squad will mount the overt attack, distracting the bats,
whi I st thou dost |ead thy squad down under cover o' the trees and through the
chaparral == Here she paused to scratch a diagramin the dirt bel ow her perch
"Needs nust scurry like rats, wings furled, to pass this thicket, but the
bats, assured we will not be there, will leave it unguarded or lightly
guarded. Take out the guard silently and ferry through single file. Here there
be water, an inlet o' the Eastern Sea. Find the old tree fallen into it, and

grasp the trunk o' it and clinb down into the water—
"What ?! "

"And under the water," Phoebe continued relentlessly. "It be a well-known fact
that nost creatures believe that harpies hate water—

"W do hate water!" Sabrecl aw screeched.

"And | ack the gunption to go near it. But the truth be that though harpies my
have a strong and justified aversion to water, they be not afraid o' it, and
can handle it when the dictates o' courage demand. Dost di sagree?"

There were evidently a nunber in the Flock who wanted to di sagree, but none
did, oddly.

"By goi ng under the water, canst pass where no bat expects,"” Phoebe expl ai ned.
"The inlet be narrow here, and the water fresh, so no saltsea predators be
there. Hold breath, set claws in sunken tree, pull along, and the farthest
branch be at a clutch o' reeds the other side, conceal nent for energence.



Craw out unobserved, seek cover o' nearby forest arm and continue on toward
the nmountain bearing their flag. Take ne'er to the air, and hide whene'er a
bat shows, meki ng no di sturbance. Then, when there be no chance to get closer
unobserved, make a mass rush for the flag, taking out all bats in range, and
snatch it and wing for the sky and bring it back to join ours.” Phoebe fixed
Sabreclaw with a steely gaze. "Canst do?"

Sabrecl aw hesitated, but realized that this was the way it had to be. "Can
do," she agreed. It was obvious that she dreaded the craw under water, but
saw the merit of the plan, and knew she had to prove that harpies weren't
afrai d of anything.

"Then pick thy squad," Phoebe said. "Wen the siege starts, take thy tinme, go
down out o' sight when none be watching, and | et none see thee advance. The
success 0' this siege be in thy claws, and the glory be thine an ye succeed."”

Sabrecl aw set about sel ecting her squad of tough hens, and Phoebe went on to
nore routine matters. The remai ning hens were assigned to of fense and def ense,
and there was one suicide squad who woul d make a determined raid on the eneny
flag at about the tinme Sabreclaw s squad was passing under the water, to draw
the attention of the bats. It was all intended to seem conventional enough, as
if harpies |l acked the wit for innovation or subtlety, and with luck the bats
woul d underestimate the opposition.

The siege began at noon, and would continue until settlenment. The harpi es knew
they had to win it by day, because the bats were supreme by night. But Phoebe
figured to do it in the first hour; if her sneak ploy failed, they would be in
deep droppings. She had rehearsed all the squads in their tasks; in addition
to the flag defense and the flag offense, there were the nock of fense and the
general defense to be seen to. Phoebe herself would hover above and go where
needed to buttress a probl em area.

She went forward with her |ieutenants Hawktooth and Sabreclaw, to neet the bat
| eader Vodlevile, his son Vidselud, and a fermale bat. Wen the bats assuned

t hei r manforns, Phoebe was amazed. "Suchevane!" she screeched, recognizing the
| oveliest of all the vanps. "How earnest thou to be here? Methought thou
wedded to the Red Adept!" For the alien from Proton-frame, Agape, had
exchanged bodies with the unicorn Fleta eight years prior, and cone to Phoebe
for help, then gone on to the Red Adept, who had finally solved her problem
In the process Suchevane had gotten to know the Adept; she was beautiful and

| onely, and he was powerful and l|onely, and one thing had |led to another, and
now t hey had their m xedbreed son, Al. In the old days such a union would have
been i nmpossible, but the rovot and the 'corn had shown the way.

"The Fl ock be short a menmber, so | returned,"” Suchevane replied.

"But this be a siege!l" Phoebe protested. "It be very like war. We dirty birds
thrive on it, but thou dost be too delicate for aught like this."

"Delicate? | raised the child o' a troll!"

She had a point. "Well, the mayhem be but nock," Phoebe said. " 'Twere else a
shame to mangle thy pretty features."

"Aye, " Suchevane agreed, smiling. Such was her beauty, despite her advancing
age and state of notherhood, that the harpy mnions were nauseated.

"Thou knowest the Adepts, human fol k, and ani mal s be watching," Vodlevile
said. "E'en as their magic nulls our weapons, it sends the inage o' this
activity out. This be why none o' us may contact other beyond the demarked



region, lest they learn things illicitly."

"Aye, " Phoebe screeched noderately. "W mean to win, an all will see how we do
it. There be no rules o' conduct here."

"Save touching not thine own flag,"
we neet as conbatants."

he said. "Then let us part now, and next

"Aye," she repeated. Then she and her minions flew back toward their flag, and
he and his minions turned bat and returned to theirs.

"Easy pickings!" Sabrecl aw screeched.

"Nay, that Vodlevile be a cunning one," Hawktooth warned. "And that hussy, the
bride o' the troll—-no good can conme o' the like o' that."

Phoebe was inclined to agree. Suchevane had not spent eight years with the
Trol | Adept wi thout I|earning sonething about the applications of power. It
woul d be best to take her out early, as well as Vodlevile and Vidselud, so as
to render the eneny |eaderless. O course, the bats would be trying to do the
same to them "Watch thy tails,"” she warned the other two. "We three be marked
hens, now. "

"Aye," they screeched in chorus.

"Ho' er through the fog and filthy air!" she screeched at the Flock as they
rejoined it. It was the code for the start of hostilities. Imediately the
hens | aunched up and out, screeching a splendid cacophony. Sinultaneously the
bats fountained up fromtheir starting point; Phoebe saw the cloud of them
before it dissolved into its business formati on and was hi dden behi nd the
trees.

Her squads went out as assigned. The Mck Attack Sgquad made a hul | abal oo and
flew forward toward the eneny. Behind this noisy cover, the Flag Defense Squad
went back and di sappeared into the foliage of the big pine tree. The Cenera
Def ense Squad faded into the brush between the other two. The Sneak Attack
Squad sinply di sappeared.

The bats cane on without hesitation. Phoebe clinbed high, out of range of
arrows, and watched the unfol di ng engagenment. She saw the Mk Attack hens
chargi ng up and taking cover behind trees as they spied manforns; that way the
spears and arrows could not catch them The manform bats paused, naturally
enough; they knew better than to charge past harpy-infested trees, for the
hens woul d spring out suddenly and claw their heads, blinding or killing them

However, a nunber of bats were flying above the trees, getting beyond the
first line of harpies. They were not |anding near, to tackle the hens fromthe
rear; they were going on toward the harpy flag. That didn't worry Phoebe; the
nmonent the bats approached it, the defensive harpies would fly up and snatch
them The bats could not get through in batformwhile there were defenders.
They woul d have to elimnate the defenders first.

The bats dropped to the ground part way there. Sone of them becanme manforns,
whil e others remai ned bats. What were they doi ng?

Soon enough, she saw. The manforms were using their weapons to cover the
advanci ng batfornms. A bat would fly forward; when a harpy napped up to snatch
it, a mnformwould | oose an arrow at the bird. That was dangerous!

"Messenger!" Phoebe screeched, and a hen assigned to this duty flapped up to



join her. "Go tell the Defense Squad to go for the manfornms instead. Three
birds to a man; pounce from cover and destroy. Do not fly up into their
arrows!"

The nessenger-hen flew down, and shortly was screeching the new orders. Phoebe
wat ched as three charged one manform He put an arrow through the first, but
the other two came down on himand scratched his eyes out. Then they picked up
a new third conmpanion and went after the next manform This one tried to
change to batform and escape, but a hen snatched himout of the air and bit
off his head. O course these effects were nore apparent than real, thanks to
the magi c of the Adepts, but it was evident that nost of the dirty birds had
forgotten that. The new defense was worki ng!

Meanwhil e the forward |ine of hens was maeki ng progress. They were flitting
fromtree to tree, forcing the manforns to stay well clear of the trees,
because within the regi on encl osed by branches the smaller henfornms were nore
deadly. But then they came to a wide clearing, and here the weapons of the
manf or ms domi nat ed.

Phoebe realized that sonmeone was liable to do sonething brave and stupid at
this stage, so she sent another message:

"Cross that clearing not! Go round it! Wbrry not about the tine it takes, just
protect your tailfeathers!” For tine was hardly of the essence; this was a
nock attack, and the longer it distracted the eneny, the better. The detour
around the clearing was actually an advant age.

She hoped that Sabreclaw s genuine attack squad was naking progress. If it
proceeded too slowy, it might be successful—-after the bats had won the siege.
But she could not check on thenm they did not exist, as far as the others were
concerned, until they struck by surprise.

The bats, having taken sone | osses, had regrouped, and now were advancing in a
| eapfroggi ng wedge formation. Several bats would fly forward together, covered
by several manfornms with bows, and several other manforms protected the bownren
wi th spears. \When the hens attacked, the bowren got sone at a di stance, and

t he spearnen got sone close, so the hens were taking heavy | osses.

The Mock OFfense was working its way around the clearing, as directed. But
Phoebe realized that this was now working to the advantage of the bats,
because their flag was not really threatened yet. They could deploy relatively
few manforms to keep the hens in check, and that freed nore bats for the
active front nearer the harpy flag. No wonder the tide was turning!

But if she recalled the Mock Attack Squad, that would only free the renaining
defensive bats, and they could fly forward faster than the harpies. That was
no good. There were problens all around because they were short of personnel
the seven secret birds were sorely needed now Soon the bats would be at the
flag tree, and that was too cl ose.

Phoebe realized that it was tine for her to join the fray. They had to hold
off the bat attack until the Secret Squad could strike. If they could hold out
| ong enough, they would win. If not—

She fl ew down toward the point of the bat wedge. It was a virtual phal anx;

i ndeed, the spearmnmen carried small shields. No wonder the hens were having the
worst of it! How could she break this up? A direct charge woul d be ruinously
costly; three or four or five hens would be dispatched for every manformthey
took out. But if they did not interfere with the phalanx, it would reach the
tree, and then there would be overwhel mi ng bat force surroundi ng the harpy



fl ag.

She scratched the ground of her mnd, searching for an answer—and turned up a
ri sky but promising ploy. If the hens could hide, and | et the phal anx march
right into the anbush, then they could attack fromw thin the cover of the
shields, too close for arrows or spears to have effect. They could weak
horri bl e havoc before the bats reorganized.

She came to ground well ahead of the phal anx, out of its sight. Her beady eye
had spied a small gully that would do for her purpose. "Hens!" she screeched
with mnimal volume, so that her voice would not carry to the sharp-eared
bats. "Here to me!"

Soon she had half a dozen harpies clustered around her. "That batty phal anx be
destroying us," she whisper-screeched. "Needs nmust we get inside it. Its path
be by here; this be the clearest approach to our flag-tree. Hunch down, within

this gully, fill it with your bodies, and I will scratch dirt o' er you, and

| eaves. They will take it to be a | evel approach. \When you feel the weight o
their passage, burst up within their formation and scratch themto pieces fast
as e'er you can! They will turn and finally wi pe you out; this be a suicide

m ssion. But renenber that it be only till siege-end; then all be undone, and
all be heroes. Meanwhile see how many each can take out. An it be enough, it
will preserve our flag and our victory."

She was an effective screecher, because of her fright-w g; they quickly agreed
and huddl ed down into the gully, their gross bodies filling it fromside to

si de. Each hen spread her w ngs enough to hold up sone dirt. Phoebe scratched
earth and | eaves and tw gs over them desperately, cursing every root that

i nhibited her, trying to get them covered before the bats arrived and saw what
was goi ng on. Then she saw that she had a scraped area of ground that could be
a giveaway, so she had to go farther afield and scratch a shower of dry |eaves
across that. The whol e thing seemed too obvious; they would catch on, and poke
their spears into the ground ahead, and w pe out the |urking hens before they
could get started!

What coul d she do? She couldn't call on the hens hidden in the tree; they were
the last-ditch defense of the flag. All her other hens were occupi ed

el sewhere. She needed sone kind of distraction, so the batmen wouldn't notice
the scuffled ground until too late.

She heard their approach. They were marching in step, no |longer bothering to
fly ahead in their batforns. The phal anx was all they needed to crush the
opposi tion. Phoebe w shed she had anticipated this ploy, so that she could
have better prepared her hens for it.

She had to do it herself. She flew | ow across the ground to the nearest
tree-cover. Then she flew up into the sky, toward the approachi ng phal anx, as
if unaware of it. "I hear a bat!" she screeched at top volunme. "I'll mash it!"

Then she hove into sight of the phalanx, and did a dramatic doubl et ake. "Awk!
It be a squintillion bats! Retreat, cohorts!" She spun in air, and did a
tripletake. "Wiere be nmy cohorts?"

An arrow sailed toward her. She was alert for it, and took such little evasive
action that it actually brushed her tail feathers. As it passed, she nmade a
fortissim screech and did a flip in the air. "Quch; that scorched ny tail!"

Now she tunbl ed down as though injured, going into the scuffled region. She
fl apped furiously just above the ground, stirring up dust and | eaves, and
barely managed to avoid a crash. Now the ground had an excuse to be scuffed!



She swooped into the | owest region of the flag tree, hiding fromthe phal anx.
She had, she hoped, done her job of distraction. She had heard a | augh during
her acrobatics; the batnmen had enjoyed seeing her supposed distress. Now t hey
were confident that there would be little further resistance, and they knew
that would be at the flag tree. If they paid no attention to the ground—

The phal anx marched on, taking the nost open course, avoiding cover where
harpies might lurk. The gully was evident to the sides; the filled center of
it seemed to be the obvious place to cross w thout nessing up their formation
Had the bats not been so confident, they nmight have wondered at this
convenient filling of a natural formation. But they stepped right up to it,
and on it.

There was a shriek fromthe ground. Sand and | eaves burst up, as if an

expl osi on had occurred. The harpies enmerged at the batmen's feet and conmenced
scratching. They were too | ow for the shields, and scooted under them before
the bats realized.

For a nonent the phalanx held its form But the sounds of conbat sounded
within it: exultant screeching and nortified cursing. The formation broke
apart as the batmen tried to use their weapons against the attackers
underfoot, and succeeded mainly in stabbing each other. Beautiful

There had been about twenty manforms in the phalanx. By the tinme they broke
far enough apart to use their weapons to destroy the six harpies, a dozen of

t hem had been scratched too badly to continue. The hens had taken out two for
one—an excel l ent score, though not as good as Phoebe had hoped. There were
still nore batnen advancing than harpies hidden in the tree. This was going to
be tight.

How much tine had passed? It seened but a noment, and it al so seened an hour
How cl ose was the Sneak Squad to the eneny flag? Phoebe could not know.

The eight remaining batnmen reformed their phal anx, and marched nore carefully
toward the tree. They knew there would be trouble here, and that it would be
unsafe to change formuntil they were sure every defender was out of it. This
woul d be hand-to-claw, armto-wi ng combat until one force or the other was

wi ped out, no quarter given

The phal anx noved right up to the tree. Then, abruptly, it broke apart, and
all the manforms | eaped for the tree. The defendi ng harpi es had been expecting
action, but this was deceptively fast; the manfornms were in anong t hem before
they realized, just as the buried birds had caught the phal anx by surprise.
There was i mediate turnmoil in the tree, as spear poked at body, and cl aw
struck at flesh. Phoebe scuttled aside as a spear cane for her; fortunately
the thick pine foliage masked her position, so the shaft was not well ainmed.
She found a |l eg and gave it one good slash; blood welled out as the poison
went in, and the manform stiffened and fell back

She | ooked around, but though she heard action everywhere, she could not see
it, and was afraid to nove |lest she interfere with one of her own. She heard
an agoni zed screech, and knew that a hen had received a nortal stab. Then she
heard the heavy crash of another manformfalling. It seened about even—but
there were two nore bats than harpies, so even wasn't good enough. |f one bat
was | eft over Then, peering worriedly up, she saw one bat appear fromthe

di stance, flying directly toward the flag. The bats had kept one in reserve!
Now that all the harpies were locked in battle with the attacking batmen, no
one was guarding the top spire. It could be a clean pickup, with no one even
realizing that the flag was gone until too | ate.



Al'l harpies were | ocked in battle except one. By the m schance of the
obscurity of the action within the cover of the tree, Phoebe herself was free.
She | aunched herself up, flying desperately around behind the tree so that the
| one bat would not see her. It was a faster flyer than she, and it had the
advant age of flying high and | evel, but she was closer. She could get there by
the tine it did, and that was all she needed.

But she had been al oft during nmuch of the action, and she had expended her
strength recklessly scratching soil over the hens in the gully. Her ascent

sl owed as her wing nuscles tired. Was she to be too late? It seemed she woul d.
But she kept struggling upward, determned to do her utnmost, |est she be
accused of hol ding back intentionally. How could anyone know, if she nissed
that bat and let the flag get away, whether she had really been tired, or had
really wanted Stile's side to win? How could she know?

The bat got there first, but not by nuch. Phoebe saw it clutch the red flag
and try to fly. But the flag was firmy tied to the tree, so that no stray
gust of wind would dislodge it. The bat had to cling to the slender branch of
the tree and tug repeatedly at the cloth, working it | oose—and in that tine,
Phoebe compl eted her clinb and reached the spot herself.

The bat got the flag | oose just as Phoebe arrived. It spread its w ngs—and
Phoebe' s sl ash severed one wing and sent it tunbling toward the ground, stil
clutching the flag.

Then Phoebe suffered a shock of horror. She wasn't good at recognizing bats in
their batforms, but up close she could do it by snell. That bat was fenal e—and
it was Suchevane. O course they woul d have saved the | ovely vanmp for
nonconbat duty! Phoebe had just struck down a friend, one who had hel ped the
al i en Agape as Phoebe herself had, years ago.

She saw the bat strike the ground. It was so small and light that the fal
really would not hurt it rmuch, and the wing would be instantly repaired when
the siege was over. Still, it had seenmed so real, and in any other
circunstance could have been real. O all the fol k Phoebe did not want to
hurt, Suchevane was near the top of the list. At what cost had she won her
victory?

Then she saw a manbat enmerge fromthe tree, evidently having dispatched his
opposite nunber. He ran for the flag. The siege was not yet over!

Phoebe, hovering tiredly, did what she had to. She divebonbed the manform It

was much faster going down than going up, especially this way. As the nmanform
bent to pick up the flag, she swooped across and caught his head in her

tal ons. The bl adel i ke edges sliced into his neck, finishing himinstantly. A

st andi ng manform m ght have fended her off with his arms, but this one was in
a vul nerabl e position at the nonent.

The manf orm dropped, unconscious, and rolled over, the flag in his hand. She
| ooped back—and saw that it was Vidselud, the Bat Chief's son. She felt

anot her surge of angui sh. He was about third on her list of bats not to hurt.
Had she known—eoul d she have done ot herw se?

A third eneny enmerged fromthe tree. This was Vodlevile, the Chief hinself,

hol ding a spear. He hurled it at Phoebe.

She scrambl ed aside, but it caught the tip of her right wing. She felt the
pai n of the wound exactly as if it were real. Could the Adepts be playing a



macabre joke, making them believe that real injuries and deaths were nock?—but
not nmortal. She would be unable to fly well, if at all, but she could stil

get around on the ground. She took up a position between the batman and the

fl ag.

Now Vodl evil e was wi thout his weapon, but that hardly slowed him He charged
her. Phoebe knew that if she got out of the way, he would pick up the flag and
run, and she would be unable to catch him But if she did not, he would crush
her. Wbrse yet, he was about number two on her list of those she wished not to
hurt. The others she had struck down before she realized their identities, but
this time she knew. \Wat was she to do?

She junmped up as he reached her, flapping her wings for stability despite the
pain, lashing out with her talons. She hoped he was smart enough to dodge
asi de.

He was. Her strike missed, but he lost his balance and rolled on the ground.
She struck the ground herself, and ran toward him knowi ng she had to scratch
hi m bef ore he got back to his feet. Wshing she didn't have to. But she was
too late; he was up and movi ng.

She scranmbled to the side, keeping herself between himand the fallen flag. It
was her only chance. He had to get by her to take it up, and if he could not—

He paused. "Good show, Phoebe!" he gasped. "But thou canst not bal k ne
fore'er. Already dost thou be tiring fromloss o' blood."

It was true. Her wings felt | eaden, and her legs were tiring. She could not
fight much | onger.

He charged, trying to pass her. She junped at his feet, entangling them He
tripped and fell —but his hand flung out and got hold of the spear. He rolled
on his back, brought the haft about, and clubbed her with it, knocking her
down on her back. Yet the blow was not as hard as it night have been; he
didn't want to hurt her either. The spear twisted fromhis hand and fell to
the ground again, but it had done its job.

Phoebe knew at that nmonent that she was done for. The franme seened to be

spi nning, and she could not summn strength to get back to her feet.

Vodl evile, in contrast, was getting up. She could no | onger block himfromthe
fl ag.

Then she heard a heavy flapping. "Fie, batface!" Sabreclaw screeched. "Defend
thysel f, an thou hast the nerve!"

They had nade it! Phoebe saw Vodl evile dive for his spear, but Sabreclaw only
feinted at him Instead she dived for the ground—and the red flag. She cl apped
the bats' blue flag down on it. There was the sound of a gong. That suddenly

t he siege was over. The-harpies had won!

Then Phoebe gave hersel f over to unconsci ousness. She had done her best,
strategically and physically, and it had been enough. She had vindi cated
herself. If only it could have been ot herw se!

But she was not after all permitted to sleep. Abruptly the pain and fatigue
were gone, and she was whol e agai n. Nearby, Vidselud and Suchevane were
getting up, and other bodies were stirring. The siege was over, and the

bl oodshed was undone. It never had been real; the Adepts had spoken truly
after all. Only the victory was real +he one she wi shed she had not had to
W n.



12
Tr oubot

Merl e | ooked at the six hens, puzzled. "I have not been payi ng enough
attention to you," she remarked with concern. "You have beconme strangers to
me." Indeed, the birds seened wary of her, huddling at the far side of the
coop. "Cone, Henrietta, cone. Henbane," she cooed, squatting and extending a
hand. Her short skirt slid up her thighs; she wore nothing beneath. "Here.
Henna— have treat grain. Come and take it; | want to be friends again."

Slow y the hens approached, wary of her. She did not nake any sudden notion
and eventual |y one essayed a peck at what she held in her hand. "That's it,
Henpeck; | certainly won't hurt you. A man | mght usher into Heaven or Hell,
but not ny pets. I'msorry | neglected you. |'ve been so busy recently, but I
won't bore you with the details."

The hens fornmed a senmicircle before her, |ooking at her quizzically. "You mean
you are interested?" she inquired, smling. She was a | ovely woman, sl ender
overall yet possessed of truly shapely anatony that showed in sonmewhat

i ndecorous manner as she squatted and | eaned forward. Her hair was dark, wth
a blue tint; it changed color slightly every day, so that she never becane
stale. Simlarly her clothing shifted color and style subtly but steadily.
Merl e was al ways fresh w thout being brash.

"Well, that's very nice of you, Heningway," she renmarked, spreading sone treat
grain on the ground before them "Trust you to have a literary bent! And you,
Henl i ne—al ways on the edge. Listen and I will tell you."

The hens settled, attentively. Merle | eaned back and sat on the fl oor
carefully, so that her legs would not cranmp. "You see, | ama friend of
Citizen Blue," she said conversationally. "It all started sone years back when
the serf Stile won the Tourney and becane a Citizen. Now your average new
Citizen quickly gets lost in the marvels of power and wealth to which he is
vastly unaccustoned, but Stile was of different mesh. He was anbitious—eh, ny,
was he anbitious!—and he went right after the big noney, which is the sane as
the big power. That was when | encountered him in his prelininary ganbles and
ganes, when he was getting the hang of it. He took nme for a hundred grans of
Protonite in a poker game—a nice little haul for him at the time. That won ny
interest, and thereafter | followed his career. In fact, in due course

became a bit smitten with him though he was a youngster only a fraction ny
age."

She paused, her gaze passing fondly across the hens. She reached out and

st roked Heni ngway, who ducked her head nervously but did not retreat. "You
make such a good audi ence, ny pretties,”" she remarked. "Never any backtal k,
never any danger of mny secrets being gossiped out. Not even a cackle when
confess sonething stupid. Ah, what a story you could tell of ny indiscretions,
if you were in the business!"

She smled rem niscently, enjoying the indiscretions, then resuned her
narrative. "In the end | made hima deal: ny help in his endeavor in exchange
for his single tryst with me. | called himny bantamyou nay have noted ny
affinity for chickens—and | confess | was hot for him both personally and as
a matter of pride. You see, | have had an undi scl osed number of rejuvenations;
| am of great-grandnotherly age, not the maiden | appear. | knew ny body
interested him as indeed it should; | crafted it to appeal to the masculine
taste in subdued but potent nanner. Some wonen believe that mass is
everything, and have their breasts and buttocks expanded enormously; it is



true that men notice these attributes, but they al so convey a suggestion of
cheapness. Proportion is the secret; nodest projections whose contours are
esthetic attract the male interest on a nore subtle level, and the resultant
desire can be nore pervasive and lasting. It is the difference between fish
eggs and caviar. So Stile wanted nme, but could not admit it; | had to trap him
into a comitnent. He found ny age to be nore of a barrier than ny nature;

i ndeed, he was having relations with a machine at the tine. Men are |ike
that."

She paused, eying the hens speculatively. "I don't suppose you' d like to have
a rooster here?"

The hens | ooked di smayed.
Merl e laughed. "Yes, it is true that a rooster's notion of |love is what ny

kind would call rape. Not a really significant difference between the species,
but we fermales can live without it. That, perhaps, is an aspect of the

attraction Stile had for me: not only was he small, being shorter than I, but
he was a gentleman in the old sense. It was an unconsci ous chivalry | found
nost charming. He was nore of a man in every respect than nost, but small, and

shy, and charming in his naiveté. But what a change he wought in Proton

soci ety! He assumed power, and brought the franes together, then separated
them after alleviating the inbal ance whi ch had devel oped because of the export
of Protonite. You see, the parallelismbetween Proton and Phaze is such that
what is not equivalent tends to become so, but the Phazite had remained while
the Protonite was di m ni shing, and that struck at the very root of the nature
of the frames, and would have |led to nutual destruction had he not acted. So
he did what had to be done, and separated the frames so that no nore m schi ef
could occur, and settled in Phaze."

She paused again, as if interrupted, but the hens were rapt. "Wat's that, you
say? How could he nmeet his commtnent to ne, if he was gone? Well he did, in
his fashion. He left his beautiful bantam body here, taken over by his other
self, the Blue Adept of Phaze. The Citizens had to accept this exchange,
because many of them had other selves in Phaze and had agreed that in the
event of the death of one of them the Phaze alternate would be accepted in
lieu. It was a device for ensuring proper succession, you see. So Citizen Blue
appeared, welding the power of Stile, and the battle between them has
continued ever since. The Contrary Citizens wish to recover control so that
they can exploit the planet wi thout regard for tonorrow, while Blue fights to
mai ntain a proper bal ance, and also to liberalize Proton society. Phil osophy
is no concern of mne, but | do like Blue as I liked Stile, so | support him
And it was Blue who discharged Stile's commitment to me." She rolled her eyes.
"Ch, what a night we had! The man was between |oves at the tinme, having | ost
his wife to his other self, and not yet conmtted to the robot worman; he had a
lot to give. He really made nme feel the age | | ooked. But that was it;
thereafter he nmarried the nachine, and has been faithful to her since. Still,

I ammnded to play a little game with him if you do not object. After all, |
like to think that | am approaching parallelismw th the Yell ow Adept, who can
use an elixir to make herself as blushingly beautiful as she once may have
been, and who was once rather taken with Stile herself. W do have our little
ways with those of the masculine persuasion.”

The hens | ooked at her quizzically. They now had an excellent view of what she
of fered men, as they squatted almpst within the area encl osed by her spread
| egs, but did not seemto understand.

"You see, things have heated up recently,” she explained. "Blue's robot son
Mach managed to exchange with Stile's human son Bane in Phaze, establishing
the first contact between the franes in twenty years. \Wat a can of worns that



opened! We humans don't appreciate wornms the way you chickens do. The robot
boy, delighted to have a living body, fell in love with a unicorn there, while
t he human boy | oved an alien creature here. Didn't that make conventional folk
sweat! Now both those coupl es have of fspring, who have be- come pawns in the

| arger power play. Little Nepe is captive of the Citizens, and little Flach
captive of the Adepts in Phaze. So they have schedul ed a big double tourney to
settle it, and the winner will have the ultimte power. Am | boring you?"

The hens gazed at her. They did not seem bored.

"Well, then, | shall tell you the rest of it. | have been busy helping Ctizen
Blue with the negotiations. The details of the Proton Tourney had to be worked
out to satisfy the disparate interests of both sides, and this was npst
difficult to do, because of course each wanted the advantage. My mi nd has not
been so pleasantly exerted in decades! W finally hamered out a conprom se.
For the first contest, each side would choose a player fromthe el der
gener ati on—the ones who fought each other when Stile was on the scene in
Proton. Thus Gitizen Purple met the robot Sheen, Blue's wife, in a dragon
duel, and | regret to say defeated her in fair play. For the third contest,
each side will choose a representative fromthe m ddl e generation, those who
cane on the scene when Mach and Bane exchanged pl aces. And for the second
contest, players have been chosen fromthe young generation, or those who
entered the picture nore recently. That conpletes the span of generations. But
because this contest nmay be crucial +there may be no third contest, if the
Citizens win this one—they arranged another device. Each side got to choose

t he opponent the other side would put up."

She | aughed. "Yes, | see how that amazes you! How could such a thing be

wor kabl e? Wul dn't the choices be designed to be the worst possible players,
to guarantee the loss? And the answer is, of course—but the array of choices
is sharply limted. Only those who actually have participated in significant
events were eligible. The Oracle passed judgnent, rejecting ineligible

nom nations. Thus the Citizens canme to be represented by a young wonman naned
Tsetse—sone tine | really nmust explore the derivation of that name!—-who has no
Gane training but who, being the secretary of Citizen Tan's sister and the
mstress of Citizen Purple, qualifies despite the defection to Tania. Her
assets are said to be alnost entirely in her body, not her brain. The Citizens
are not pleased, but are stuck for it. And Blue's side is to be represented by
a robot friend of little Nepe's called Troubot, former information expediter
for the Citizens. Now you mght think such a robot would be ineligible to
represent Blue, but the Citizens pointed out that he in effect defected when
he hel ped Nepe's alien nmother to escape the planet, and to that |ogic the
Oracl e acceded. So Troubot it is; he will play against Tsetse for
extraordinarily high stakes. But there is just one little problem"”

She paused again, artfully, and sure enough, the hens peered at her
attentively, enraptured by her narration. Merle was good at naking an effect,
and she enjoyed it now "But | doubt that you would be interested in such a
detail. Perhaps it is time for ne to go tease Blue."

Heni ngway actually stood and came closer, as if to plead for the finale. Merle
stroked her again and relented. "Very well, it is this: Troubot can not be
found. He is hiding, surely fearing the vengeance of the G tizens, and though
the call has been spread across the networks, he has not responded. | amnot a
robot, but | believe I can guess his concern: how can he be sure the call is
legitimate? It could have been put out by the Citizens, to lure himin, so
that they can capture and destroy him Naturally he is cautious. But as it
happens, the call is legitimate, and if Blue does not succeed in presenting
Troubot for the contest by tonmorrow. Blue will have to forfeit the game and
the planet to the Contrary Citizens. So you can see the matter is critical



Bl ue i s desperate—exactly as the Citizens hoped. They have found a ploy that
may defeat him by default, and Tsetse will never have to play. It's a
beautiful tactic, |I must confess; | could hardly have thought of one better."

She stood. "Well, you have been an excellent audience, but | think I shall go
call Blue and tease hima bit. I'll make himcone here, so you can see him
sweat. Enjoy yourselves!"

Merl e departed, closing the chanber door behind her. The hens remai ned where
they were for a time, listening; only when they heard the second door cl ose,
signaling the woman's entry into her house proper, did they rise. Then

Heni ngway went to the door to peek out, while the others nilled about

ai m essly, pecking at stray grains.

Heni ngway, reassured that the woman really was gone, returned to the center of
the little flock. She gave a coded series of clucks. Inmrediately the others
clustered close. They huddl ed, stretching their necks, touching their beaks
together. Wth that contact, their nature changed. A person watching woul d
have seen only their peculiar formation, but one who tuned in their electrica
activity would have discovered the reality.

For the six individuals represented the conponents of a |arger apparatus. The
little flock was not a flock, but the parts of a self-willed robot. Each part
was equi pped with chicken | egs and chi cken head and feathers, but was not
alive. Each was set up to ermulate the sinple acts of a hen: wal ki ng, pecking,
def ecating. The droppi ngs were of pseudo-organic matter, because these hens
had no digestive systenms. The main brain unit was in the part |abel ed

Heni ngway, wi th supplenentary parts distributed anong the others so that they
could react to events in a reasonable manner. Fortunately, hens were not
expected to be overly anbitious, and this was an extremely protected

envi ronnent .

The whol e entity was Troubot, the machine for which everyone was searching. He
had delivered Agape to the spaceport, then gone into hiding, knowi ng that he
was now a marked machi ne. From his years of association with Nepe he had

| ear ned nuch, and knew how to hide so mat he could not be found. The
principle, she had expl ained, was surprise:

to do ne unexpected. Thus she had becone a machi ne, ne one form others thought
i npossi ble for her. O course she had never been a true nachine, but rather a
cyborg, but she had so nasked her living portion that it was virtually

i ndi stingui shable frominani mate substance. This was, she had expl ai ned,
nerely an extension of her natural ability to harden her substance into
bonel i ke or hornlike rigidity. It was nornmally done only to part of the body,
for the sake of stability, or to emulate the body of sonme other form such as
me human form But with effort and practice she had extended it to al nost the
whol e of her body, and had nade her flesh harder than bone or hoof, so that it
nost resenbl ed netal. Thus she had renai ned safely hidden despite a thorough
search for her, because they were not searching for a robot.

Troubot had learned the principle, and applied it well. First he had

consi dered what would be the least likely formfor himto assunme, and
concluded that it would be that of a living creature. But he realized that
this would be a creature of at least his present size, and if others reasoned
mat he m ght assunme such a form they had but to check for all new creatures
at or above that size; that of a |large dog. There were not many, and virtually
all were on the estates of Citizens, and duly registered; verification could
be very quick, and he woul d soon be isolated. That was too nmuch of a chance to
take. So he worked out a second ploy, reducing the size by breaking hinself

i nto conponents. He had | earned how to do this by studying the manual s



available in the information service that he used; it took sone special

engi neering, but he had had years to work it out, and had done so. Now he had
used it, becoming a flock of six hens, concealing hinmself by flesh, size,
nunber and sex. He had replaced the flock of this G tizen, having ascertained
t hat though she maintained her birds well, she had grown out of the habit of
visiting them so that for weeks at a tine they were fed only by the automatic
servitors.

He had come to her estate, bridged the security nmeasures she really was not
security conscious, being a socialite who lived mainly for the challenge of
soci al relations—and taken her birds to a holding area for quarantine. He had
set it up so that they would be fed just as before, in a chanber nuch as
before, and no notice of this detention was fed into the planetary records. As
a troubl e-shooting robot, he was good at this sort of thing; he had taught
Nepe how, just as she had taught himher skills, during the years of their
friendship. Thus the hens were safe, and could be replaced in Merle's coop at
any time, no one the wiser. In this manner he had di sappeared, and the
searchers had had no better luck |ocating himthan they had had with Nepe.
Only the capture of her other self in Phaze had |led to her exposure. Then he
had resuned the job she had done for him and when it appeared there would be
suspi ci on because of his association with her, he had noved into ot her

enpl oynment, remaining free.

But after he hel ped Agape nme search becane far nore intense. It seened
everybody wanted him and he wasn't sure for what reason. Nepe had put it
succinctly: "Hi de, Troubot, and don't get caught!" That he had done.

Now Merl e had resumed paying attention to her hens. Did she know? If so, what
did it nean? She was aligned with Blue, but was of an independent nature; no
one ever knew what was in her heart. As a general rule, she did what was best
for Merle, and never let an opportunity pass for some private advancemnent.

He could try to nove out, bringing back the regular hens. But if she had
caught on to him she would have set new nonitors, and the attenpt woul d be
foil ed. Perhaps she only suspected—and was waiting for sonething mat woul d
confirm her idea, w thout nmaking an issue. This was her kind of subtlety.
Troubot had decided to stand pat; Merle would either expose him or she would
not, as her whi m dictated.

This | ast session had been the worst. Before, she had merely | ooked in on the
flock; this tine she had joined it. He had fashi oned each part to resenble a
speci fic hen, but could not pass nore than a cursory inspection. H s hope had
been based on the assunption that the Citizen would pay no nore attention to
her hens than she had in the past. This change in her attitude was al arm ng
And for her to speak so openly and clearly of her history with Stile and Bl ue,
and of his own di sappearance.. .

There was little doubt now she knew. He was surely at her mercy—which was
per haps where she wanted himto be. Wiy had she taken so much trouble to
explain things to hinf

He had known of the intensity of the search, but had not known of this extra
el ement. He had been chosen to represent Citizen Blue in a key Game-match?
That was an amazi ng devel opnment. If it was true, he should certainly cone
forth and do what he coul d, because his association with Nepe had al so put him
firmy on her side, and therefore Blue's side. But was it true? How coul d he
be sure that Merle, for reasons of her own, was not teasing him so that he

m ght expose hinself and fall into the wong hands? If she did not want to
betray Bl ue openl y—because, as she so candidly put it, she hoped to arrange
anot her sexual liaison with himbut actually synpathized with the other side,



this could be a way. If that were her plan, the best thing he could do would
be to sit tight, refusing to reveal hinself. That would force her to do her
own dirty work, and pay the penalty. Troubot was sure that Merle had no
concern at all for his welfare, but only hoped to use himin sone fashion to
her advant age.

But if what she said was true, and he did not conme forth, G tizen Blue could
|l ose his match by default. Probably the Citizens had sel ected Troubot in part
because of this. They hoped that Troubot would not trust the sumons, and so
woul d serve their objective.

Troubot did not have feelings in the living sense, but he was a sophisticated
self-willed machi ne who could react enotionally when applicable circuits were
set up and invoked. In the course of his association with Nepe, he had set up
such circuits, and felt a reasonable facsinmle of friendship for her, and
loyalty to the principles she had adopted. Thus there was an enoti ona
conponent invol ved, which he could cut out, but only at the cost of his
feeling for Nepe. He did not like to do that, because his feeling toward Nepe
was the only thing that really distinguished himfroman ordinary self-wlled
machi ne. He knew that if he voided that circuit, he would be unlikely to
re-invoke it later, because his nature would be changed; he sinply would not
care any nore. It would be like death in a living creature. So he retained the
circuit—and so he suffered now this agony of indecision. He knew he wanted to
hel p Nepe and her grandfather Blue; he did not know in what way he best could
do that. Should he believe Merle, or doubt her?

He | acked the circuitry to resolve such a conflict. He was not, after all, the
Oracl e, whose nature was nore sophisticated than that of any other machine. He
was not even simlar to Sheen, or Mach; he was just an ordinary self-willed
robot who had been influenced by | ong and cl ose association with a living
alien child who understood robots because her father was one. Perhaps that had
made hi m unusual anong machines, but it did not provide himwth superior

i ntell ectual conpetence. He had nodified his body and his enotion, but his
intellect was locked in to what it had been at the start. He had been smart at
the start—+too smart, for a nmachine, and therefore out of tol erance—but he had
never been able to approach Nepe's |evel

So he waited, doing nothing. He let his conponents separate, and reverted to
the | esser state that was not the sumof his parts. As six units he was
consci ous, but unable to utilize his full mental capacity; too nuch of it had
been distributed to the others, to nmake them separately functional. As

Heni ngway, he possessed the mmi n awareness, and coul d nmake deci sions, but was
hesitant to without being able to draw on his full conplenment. He pecked up a
seed, which he could not digest, biding his tine.

Soon Merle returned. "Well, chickens," she said brightly. "I have just called
Bl ue, and prevailed on himto appear here within the hour, alone. Wuld you
like ne to enable you to witness nmy bit of sport with hinP"

Troubot tried to reason whet her he should make a response. If she did not know
his nature, he did not want to give it away, but his brief nergence with his
ot her parts had enabled himto think nore conprehensively, and he had

concl uded that she did know, therefore there was no point in hiding from her
He did want to see Citizen Blue, because he understood that that was a nan he
could trust and possibly find sanctuary with. So he should make a positive
response; that seened cl ear enough

He stepped forward, making one cluck

"Well, now, Heningway! You are becoming positively literary!" she excl ai nmed,



pl eased. In the course of his researches he had encountered a nane that
resenbl ed the one she had bestowed on this hen; perhaps she was nmaki ng a pun
"Very well, | shall doit. He will be here within the half hour; | shall go
change, and a servitor will install appropriate furniture here." She | ooked
sternly at the hens. "Do not drop anything untoward on it!"

She exited. In a nmonment a rolling transport brought in a couch that | ooked
much i ke a bed. Then the machine set up a baffle that consisted of a curtain,
so that the couch was conceal ed fromthe view of the main coop

Troubot reassenbled his units, touching beaks, so he could ponder this

devel opnent. It seenmed obvious that Merle intended to seduce Citizen Blue in
exchange for the information about Troubot's location. Was this proper? He
doubted it, but was not certain of his proper response. He knew that if he
were alive, he would resent being used this way; as it was, he nmerely noted
it, and di sbanded, naking no deci sion

As schedul ed. Merle returned, wearing a vol um nous nock-fur coat, escorting
Citizen Blue, who was in his usual blue cloak. She turned to close and secure
t he door behind them "There—ow we are secure,"” she said. "This is the only
chanmber where | am assured that no nonitors are active; no one can eavesdrop
on us here except ny flock of chickens, and they really do not pass

j udgments. "

Bl ue ignored the hens. "Merle, thou didst say thou hadst sonething inportant
for me."

"Indeed | do," she said. "You may renenber our tryst of sone years back. |
have a hunger for sonmething sinmlar."

He frowned. "I be married now. "
"To a machine."

"Aye. But still married. Thou knowest how | feel about this matter. | have
probl ems enough wit hout —=

"I love it when you tal k Phazish!"
Bl ue paused. "I revert to it unconsciously when under stress. | apol ogi ze. Now
| assune you did not call me here to waste ny tine and yours. \Wat do you

really have on your nind?"

Merl e opened her coat, then slid out of it. She was nude beneath, of course.
"I just told you. Blue."

"I npossi bl e!" he snapped.

"By no neans, ny bantam | over. See, | have prepared." She drew the curtain,
reveal i ng the couch.

"What makes you think I would indulge you at this tinme?" he asked, openly
irritated.

"Suppose | were to say that | had information you very nuch wanted, for a
price?"

"The only information | want is— He paused. "You know=2"

"Where Troubot is. Yes, | believe | do, bantam And | might even tell you.



Wuld that information be worth the price?"
Now he hesitated. "I would have to ask my wfe."

"I shall be happy to query her for you, Blue. | amsure she will understand.
She did before.”

He reconsidered. "That will not be necessary. Merle, are you saying you have
this information, or are you teasing ne?"

"I am doi ng both, dear boy. Join ne on the couch, and in due course | will
tell you."

"Dam thee!" he swore. "To put such a price on such a need!"

Merl e sighed. "Now | have made himangry, and that spoils the nood. Very well,
I will postpone ny satisfaction. I will give you Troubot, and you will be the
judge of the nature and the timng of my reward. | believe that is nore than
fair; don't you agree?"

"Damm thee!" he repeated.

Merle turned to face the hens. "As you can see, this is definitely Gtizen

Bl ue. Any |l esser man woul d have taken ny offering and dammed with the price.

Show yoursel f."

Troubot, as Heni ngway, stepped forward. He clucked to the others, and they
j oi ned him

Citizen Blue stared. "The chi ckens?"
"A nost effective ruse, wouldn't you say?"

"I"'mnot sure | believe this! How could he be in six living parts?"

"Six parts yes, living no. That is pseudoflesh. Take himand verify him you
will discover himto be a single self-willed robot."
Bl ue began to believe. "I never thought to check for something like this, and

neither did the Citizens. It just could be! But I'mnot sure |I can distinguish
one self-willed machine fromanother; this could be a plant by the Ctizens."

"That had occurred to me," she said. "Therefore we nmust take the next step
with suitable dispatch. W nust bring in the one person who can identify
Troubot w thout doubt."

"That can only be Nepe! But she be captive o' the eneny!"

"So we deal with the enemy. They have a sinilar interest, after all; what is
to stop us fromplanting our own imtation, a machine designed to be a likely
wi nner in a Ganme?"

"M ne honor!" he flared.

"But the Contrary Citizens hardly believe in honor. They will distrust yours,
wi t hout reason, and mine, with reason. They must be assured of Troubot's
identity too. So call them they will bring her here."

Citizen Blue considered, and nodded. "Thou be earning thy keep," he said.



"I always do. | only regret that it requires such a situation to entice you to
do what any other man would do without price."

Now he | aughed. "It were a good night, that one! Methought the dawn woul d
ne' er come!"

"I delayed it by retinming the lights."

He stared at her, then shook his head. "M nd thee, ny wife will have thy head
for this!"

"Mbke the call; tine is short."

"Aye." He opened the door and stepped out, while she picked up her coat and
put it on. Then she sat in the couch and waited.

"You see, chickens, there is nmore than just coming forward," she said. "You

have to be verified. This is the only way to do it. | do have your best
interest at heart, and | trust you will do what needs to be done. If you fai
to convince Nepe, all is lost. Make sure you appreciate that."

Troubot appreciated it. Merle was nore of a person than he had credited. Again
he understood that the intricacies of human | ogic and acti on went beyond his
own capacities.

Later that afternoon a second party arrived: Merle, Blue, Citizen Transl ucent
and Nepe. The contrast between the two nen was sharp. Translucent was |arge
and stout in his alnost transparent robe, while Blue was so small in his blue
robe as to seemchildlike; Nepe | ooked nore like his sister than his
granddaughter. This was a parlay under truce between those who coul d be
trusted; Translucent was the only one of the Contrary Ctizens with a
sufficient sense of honor

Transl ucent and Blue sat on the couch, and Nepe sat on her grandfather's |ap
and hugged him She knew she woul d have to return to captivity with
Translucent; this was her only chance to visit with the one who by appearances
meant nmore to her than her father. Troubot knew that Blue had not expected
issue froma nman in the body of a robot with an alien creature, yet it had
happened, and Bl ue had taken the child to his heart at the outset. He had al so
used her as a tool against the Contrary Citizens, but with her full consent.
Nepe had told Troubot everything, needing a confidant in her isolation, and in
t he process he had beconme nore human than could ot herwi se have been the case.

"Now that we are private, here is the situation,” Merle said. "The Contrary
Citizens have chosen the self-willed robot servitor identified as Troubot to
represent Citizen Blue in the second contest of three, to decide who shal

have ultimate power in the frame. But Troubot is in hiding, and Blue will have
to default if Troubot is not found in time. Only one person can identify this
machi ne, and that person is Nepe, who is his friend." Merle | ooked at the
child. "Nepe, do you understand that you nmust speak the truth and only the
truth in this matter?"

"I do," Nepe said.
Merl e glanced at the two men. "Do each of you accept her veracity in this?"
Each nman nodded.

Merl e spoke to Nepe again. "Then | ask you, Nepe: do you see your friend
Troubot here?"



"Here?" Nepe asked, startled. "I thought we were going to go find him"

"W may be. Please answer the question.”

"But there's no one here but— Her eyes fell on the hens, and went abruptly
round. "Gosh! It is!" She junped down and ran to the little flock. She plunped
down on the ground and opened her arnms, trying to hug all the hens at once.
"How cl ever of you, Troubot! You even had ne fool ed!"

"But how can you be sure?" Merle asked.
"He's ny friend! I'd know hi manywhere, if | |ooked."

Merle smiled. "You nust pardon those of us who |lack your ability. How can we
be sure?"

Nepe considered. "W have a secret code that only the two of us know. Let ne
tell it to you, and he will respond to you only when you use it."

"Fair enough," Merle said.

Nepe got up, went to the wonan, and whi spered sonething. Then Merle spoke to
the two men, who had remi ned passive. "Agree anong yourselves when | shoul d
gi ve the code, and see whether the response is there."

Transl ucent shrugged, and brought out a stylus and pad. He wote sonething,
then tore off the sheet and passed it to Merle. Blue brought out a simlar pad
and nade a note, also passing it to Merle. She | ooked at each, then fol ded
them smling. "Each of you has witten a nunber, and the one nodifies the
other. | shall use the result, which neither of you know. "

She faced the hens. "Troubot, here is the code: three, fifteen, one.
Troubot did not respond. The code was numeric, but she had the wong nunbers.
"Troubot," she said again, "here is the code: nine, twenty-nine, ninety-nine."
Again he did not respond.

"Troubot, here is the code: four, four, four to the fourth power, forever
four."

That was it: Nepe's age when they had net, forned into a cherished nenory.
Heni ngway cl ucked, and the others came together to huddl e. They forned their
pattern in front of Merle, all beaks touching.

"W seemto have a response,” Merle said. "lIs it the right tinme?"

"I wote the nunmber six," Translucent said.

"I divided by two," Blue said.
"I ndeed you did," Merle agreed. "And six divided by two is three; | gave the
code the third tine. This test nay have been crude, but seens indicative. Are

we satisfied?"

They | ooked at the flock, which was clustered around Nepe again. They were
sati sfied.



Troubot assenbl ed hinself, renmoving the fleshly vestnents and beconing a
single entity again. Now he could function fully. They took down his stats:
the part nunbers of his components and the electrical pattern of his brain
circuitry, so there could be no subsequent confusion about his identity. Then
Transl ucent and Nepe left, and Citizen Blue took Troubot with him Merle was
left to recover her hens fromthe quarantine chanmber.

It was good being legitimte again, the doubt gone. But now he had a new
responsibility: to represent Citizen Blue in a contest that was already partly
lost. If he lost the gane, Blue was done for. Troubot had never before played
a Gane, though he was familiar with its rules. He understood that his opponent
Tsetse had not played either, but still it seened doubtful. The matchup was
too odd, for stakes too high

Citizen Blue gave himaccess to the informati on net, and he spent the night
review ng strategies of the grid, and checking the course of past ganmes. He
was as ready as he could be, considering that he had not been desi gned for
thi s endeavor.

Tsetse entered the chanber after Troubot had taken his place at the console.
He was a machi ne, but he had learned to catal ogue living fol k according to

t heir physical esthetics by human definition, and she was what was best
described as luscious. He had of course researched her stats, and |earned that
she was of average intelligence and creativity and personality, and bel ow
average in notivation; only her outstandi ng body displaced her fromthe
ordinary. He would do well to engage her in a nental gane, where he should
have an advantage. But she woul d seek to avoid this, being property coached.

In fact, she mght well seek to avoid all games of skill, and go for CHANCE
maki ng the i ssue random This mght indeed be the Ctizens' best strategy; if
they won, they won everything, while if they lost, they would still be even.

He had the letters. That nmeant he could not put it into the MENTAL arena. He
was al ready a machi ne, so woul d have | ess advantage than she by drawi ng on the
powers of a machine; the same went for tools. The aninal category had
potential conplications he preferred to avoid. This being the case, he went
for the sinplest: NAKED.

To his relief, she too selected the sinplest: PHYSICAL. It would be just the
two of them wth their own unaugrmented abilities.

For the secondary grid he had the nunbers. Again he chose the sinplest:
SEPARATE. That neant that they would do, essentially, their own things, not
bei ng dependent on each other. A foot race was separate, while a gane of tag
was interactive. O course she could get himin trouble by her choice of
surface: if she chose a water contest, he would have difficulty. He could
nodi fy his body to nove in water, but this nmight not be permitted. She, in
contrast, had a body that seemed designed by nature for sw nmm ng. However, he
had found no reference to swinmng in her record, and hoped that she was of
the type who went to the water only for appearances.

She chose Variable Surface, again to his relief. He m ght have to navigate a
sl ope, but that was easier than dealing with water. He would try to line up
good options, and hope for the best on the tertiary grid.

She nade the first placenment, and Sand Dunes appeared in the center. Sand was
anot her prospect he did not relish; his wheels would lose traction in it.

He put Maze Path in the top row, center. That brought a nental elenent into
it, giving himthe advantage.



She put Snow Bank in the upper left comer. There was another problemfor him
snow. She had been well enough rehearsed, and was playing correctly.

He countered with Linmestone Ciff in the |Iower right corner. He could project
points to grip the rock and clinmb well enough, while she should have nore
troubl e.

She put d ass Mountain in the upper right coner. That was nixed, for hiny the
gl ass would be too hard for his points, but his wheels could get traction when
it was dry.

He put Tight Rope in the left colum, down one. As a machine, he could achieve
al nost perfect balance, and his wheels could remain firmon the rope, while
t he woman mi ght becone hi ghly unstable.

She put Greased Hills in the bottomleft colum. That was a m stake on her
part; he could handl e grease by poking his points through to the sand beneat h.

He put Cross Country in the center of the third colum, then realized that he
shoul d have put it in the bottom center colum, giving himthree good choices
in the bottom row

She filled in the last box with Dust Slide. He |liked dust no better than snow,
that spoiled that row for him

Now the grid was conpl ete.

TERTI ARY GRID: 1A5F Physical Naked Separate, Variable Surface

Snow Bank Maze Pat h d ass Mn.
Ti ght Rope Sand Dunes Cross Country
G eased Hlls Dust Slide Linestone

He had the choice of rows or colums. He chose the rows. She would figure him
to take the mddle row, because two of his choices were there, so she shoul d
choose the center colum, to stick himw th Sand Dunes. Therefore he chose the
top row.

But she, for what reason he m ght never understand, had selected the third
colum. The result was d ass Muntain: one of her choices, but really not bad
for him

They adjourned to the nountain. As true nountains went, this was small, but as
i nner-done artifacts went, it was big. The nountain was indeed formed of

gl ass, or at least had a glass exterior. It was broad at the base, and sl anted
up to a peak about ten meters high. It was ridged and channel ed, with nmany
facets and sonme al nost vertical cliffs which represented inmpassable barriers
to naked—+.e., bare-handed—folk. Its contours were changed for each gane, so
that there was no point in menorizing its outline. It was normally so
constructed that a person could not sinply pick a gentle slope and nmount to
the top; he had to ascertain, usually by trial and error, which route was
feasible, and do it before his opponent did. The first one to the top was the
Wi nner .

This was "separate"; that nmeant that one player could not directly interfere
with the other, such as by shoving himoff the nmountain. But the categories
were seldompristine; there was inevitably sonme interaction, as when one

pl ayer got to the best route before the other and so forced the other either



to follow behind or to choose another route. In this case there was an added
fillip: water bonbs. These were little balloons filled with water which, when
burst against the glass, nmade it too slippery for progress. A player could
take as many bonmbs as he could hold, and use themto reduce the friction of
the path his opponent had chosen. The effect lasted only a few seconds, but
could make the difference when both were racing toward the top on different
pat hs.

Troubot feared that his wheels woul d be nore susceptible to slipperiness than
Tsetse's feet, because she could step over wet spots while he could not. But
he had greater capacity to hold water bonbs. He could fill his hopper wth
them while she could carry only what she could hold in her arms. Still, he
did not know how agile she was, or what the best route was. This was stil
anybody' s gane. The audi ence evidently thought so; the nonitor |ights

i ndi cated a massive view ng, which could not be accounted for solely by the

i mportance of the contest.

O course. Tsetse was a | ovely young wonan. That woul d account for a

signi ficant enhancenent of the nunber of viewers. She woul d be bending over to
scranble up tricky slants, and perhaps taking spread-|egged tunbles. That sort
of thing was always big with the serfs. They would be rooting for her, to win

or tumble or both, but their reactions did not natter, because they woul d not

be audi bl e here.

They started. Tsetse ran to the nmountain and cl anbered ni nbly enough up the
first channel that offered. Troubot went instead to the bonmb di spensary and
carefully set a dozen into his hopper. This m ght raise his center of gravity
and make his clinb nore difficult, but the bonbs should be nore of an asset
than a liability.

Tsetse's channel faded out, leaving her on a flat facet whose tilt was nore to
the vertical. She clinbed this carefully, her toes just beginning to skid. She
was about four nmeters up. Troubot waited bel ow, watching carefully, analyzing
the sl ope she navigated; it did not matter who tested it, for this purpose.

Then, just as she was about to reach the top of the facet so that she could
step onto a nore pronising new channel above, Troubot flexed a netal arm and
lofted a water bonb. Hi s ai mwas good, of course; the bonb | anded just above
her, and the water coursed down across her feet. Friction dimnished abruptly.
She screaned as she |l ost her footing and slid down to the base of the
mountain, in exactly the fashion the audi ence had hoped for

Troubot did not wait to watch; he was not a |living human mal e and woul d have
had no gratification fromthe sight. He had nmerely taken the opportunity to
test the efficacy of the water so that he could estinmate the coefficient of
friction before and after. He believed she was on the wong path, but wasn't
sure, so this would set her back while he tried an alternate route hinself.

He found a facet that started steep, but curved to dimnish the angl e above.
He started up this one, his wheels barely holding at the base. Yes, this
seened nore prom sing; above the facet was a channel that curved upward around
the nountain. He rolled up this.

Splat! A water bonb struck his body. It burst, and the water cascaded down
around his wheels. Traction was gone; he slipped helplessly, and in a nonment
was at the bottom The nmountain had a soft curtain or buffer at the base, to
absorb the shock of |andings, so that players would not be hurt by their

i nvoluntary slides. But he had lost his progress. Tsetse had retaliated.

Troubot realized that neither of themwould be able to nmake progress if things



continued like this; one could always remain at the base and bring down the
other. But they were hardly likely to cooperate. So he rolled around the
mountain, looking for a third route of ascent; he would have to | et the wonman
try her own at the sane tinme. If she got ahead of him near the top, he would
t hrow anot her bonb and stop her, while she would be unable to carry bonbs

al oft and still use her hands effectively for clinmnbing.

She did not follow, evidently she was satisfied to return to her first path
and follow it farther up, while he tried his new one. He was certainly ready
for that, because he believed the odds were against either of the others being
the right one.

He found a new route, and noved up it. This was the best one yet; it slanted
slightly to the side, but took himtwo thirds of the way up toward the peak
If it went all the way—

It did not, exactly. It abruptly becane vertical, and he could not ascend
farther. Wuld he have to go all the way back down, while Tsetse continued on
up? No, he saw a gentle ledge to the right that sloped toward her origina
route. He maneuvered very carefully, and managed to get fairly onit. He
rounded the curve of the nountai n—and there was Tsetse coming up toward him

He picked up a bonb fromhis hopper, but hesitated. If they nmet on this path,
there was evidently no future in it for either of them Wat was the point in
washi ng her off it? Better to | eave her here, where she could go nowhere

But she seened to have a simlar notion. She clanbered to the side, and down
the mountain. Her feet skidded, but it didn't matter; she was goi ng down
anyway. Before he could do it hinmself, she was down and around, going for the
first path he had tried.

He pondered. He could go down and around hinself, and |oft a bonmb at her
stoppi ng her progress. But she would do it back to himthe nmoment he tried.
Meanwhi |l e, he was already well up on the mountain, now, if he could find a way
to intercept that other path, and get on it ahead of her, he could wn.

He tried, but the nountain was inplacable: he could not get to the other path.
He could only see her head cone into sight as she reached the point he had
bef ore she bonbed him

She seened on the way to victory.

But he didn't have to be at ground level to stop her! He threw his bonb in a
hi gh arc over the curve of the nmountain. It canme down neatly on her head.
"Ch!" she sputtered, but she did not | ose her footing. H's aimhad been good,
but she had noved, so that the bomb had hit her instead of the path before
her .

He | ofted another. This time she lifted her hand and caught it. It broke, but
did not dislodge her. The water needed to strike her feet, or the path
upsl ope, to be effective; her head or hand dissipated its effect too nuch.

If he threw another, she m ght manage to catch it unbroken, and hurl it back
at him He decided to wait for her to resunme her clinb, so that he could score
on the path while her hands were occupied in clinbing. But she waited,

wat ching him She m ght not be the smartest of wonen, but she was canny enough
for this! It was a standoff.

But as he waited, another thought came to him The first path had not gone
anywhere, and neither had the third. It seenmed likely that none of the paths



that started at the base went all the way up. Mre likely, the final path
woul d begi n somewhere farther up. The player who figured this out first, and
got to it, should be the w nner

But where could such a path be? He had been bal ked by the vertical tilt of the
third path, and managed to cross to this one. The mountain was not |arge
enough for many nore sites.

He retraced his route. This tine he saw it: another slight |edge piking up on
the other side of the vertical path. It looked as if it did not go
anywher e—but that could be deceptive.

He noved slowy and carefully, and nanaged to cross to that other |edge. Then
he heard something: there was Tsetse, well up toward the peak, on the other
side; all he saw was her right shoulder. Her path did go all the way up, and
he had wasted tine trying for this other one.

But he still had a chance. He brought out another water bomb. He threw it up
not at Tsetse, but at the peak of the mountain itself. The bonb cane down on
the point and broke; its water flowed down nostly on Tsetse's side.

She nmade an excl amati on of horror; then she slid down. But the slope
i medi ately bel ow her was not steep, and the ampunt of water had been slight;
she managed to recover after only a neter or two.

Meanwhi | e, Troubot found that his new path did nove on up. It was a better
path than it seened from bel ow; the curvature of the nountain tended to
conceal it. He followed it up, and soon realized that it, too, reached the
t op.

Tsetse was clinbing again. Troubot threw another bonmb, and rendered her path
slippery again. She had to wait for it to clear before proceedi ng, and
meanwhi | e he continued his ascent. She apparently had no bombs of her own. Hi s
decision to load up on them seened to spell a critical advantage for him

Then, as he was al nost cl ose enough to touch the peak and win, she noved. She
did have a bonb; now it was |ooping toward him

Its aimwas good; it was going to splatter on the path just above him He
could not reach it in time. He did not try. Instead, he hurled a bonmb of his
own, not at Tsetse, but at the other bonb.

The two bonbs net in air, and expl oded. But his had been thrown | ater and
harder, and its force carried the spray of water away fromthe path. Some
water fell, but not enough to dislodge him He paused to be sure the path was
not too wet, then proceeded on up

Tsetse, peering around the slope, saw this, and scranbled toward the peak
hersel f. Troubot |obbed another bomb at her, and washed her back down to the
| esser slope again. Before she could recover, he nmade it the rest of the way
and cl apped his nmetal armon the top of the peak

A gong sounded. He had won!
Tsetse, below, | ooked so forlorn that he knew he woul d have felt terrible
renorse, had he been a living man of her species. But as it was, what he felt

was nore |ike joy.

13



dip

It was a long trek to the Ogre Demesnes, but dip was glad for it, because it
gave himtime to think. He had to represent the Adept Stile against the ogres,
and he was not at all sure his unicorns could win this siege. These days of
travel with the Herd all owed hi m nmany hours to ponder strategies.

In the evenings and nights the Herd grazed, sleeping afoot. Clip intended to
do the sane, but this evening he summoned his sister and niece for a
conference in human form

"My mnd be taut with doubt,"” he confessed. "It be easy for others to say a
‘corn can beat an ogre, being faster, smarter and nore versatile, but that be
illusion. In single fair conbat it be cither's win."

"Aye," Neysa agreed. She had had experience with many kinds of creatures, and
had | ong since |ost the bravado of youth.

"But can a 'corn not run an ogre through belly or heart with horn, and be done
with it?" Fleta asked.

Cip |l ooked at her. In human form as in her natural one, she was nuch |ike
her nother. Each had the sanme bl ack hide, and the socks on the hind feet:
Neysa's white, Fleta's golden, in contrast to his own blue hide and red socks.
In this human formthat neant black hair and bl ack clothing, and white or

yel | ow socks. Neysa was old and Fleta young, but that seened to be nost of the
di fference between them He was so glad they had reconciled at |ast!

"A 'corn can run an ogre through, aye," he said. "But an ogre can snmash a
‘corn dead with one blow o' his hanfist."

"But ogres change formnot," she persisted. "A 'corn could assune an aeri al
formand fly in cl ose—=

"And the ogre will throw a rock and knock that flyer out o' the air,” dip
responded. "Their aim be deadly!"

"Then in manform w th weapons—good bows and arrows!" she persi sted.

"An ogre can hardly be hurt by an arrow, it only tickles his hide. He can
throw a rock as far as an arrow can fly, so the bowran needs nust | ook to his
own hide."

Fl eta was silent; she now appreciated the problem Unicorns normally ranged
the fields, running and grazing; they sel dom encountered ogres, who were nore
attuned to the jungle, and to canyons, where there was plenty to bash. In
addi ti on, she had been nuch occupied in recent years with her romance with the
rovot, and the raising of their foal, and the | oss of that foal. How would she
know about ogres?

"How rel ate they to nmusic?" Neysa asked

"That be uncertain. | was traveling al one once, and was playing my horn, and
canme upon an ogre who seened to be sleeping. | paused, wary o' him and then
he woke and growed. | was tired, and sought not a fight, so pretended to see
himnot. | resunmed nmy playing and trotted on, and he just stood there
listening. After, | marvel ed, and thought mayhap he had |iked my playing; the
Adept Stile has terned nmy horn a nell ow saxophone. But | be not sure; nmayhap
the ogre was tired too."



"This accords with what | have noted," Neysa said. "Methinks the ogres like
music, or at |least be intrigued by it."

Cip was interested. "Thinkst thou that many woul d pause for a serenade?"
"Mayhap. "

"We could do a rare show," Cip said, working it out. "Dancing in step, to our
musi ¢, keeping a strong beat. An it distracted them it be a fan way to
fight."

"In a siege?" Fleta asked, growi ng excited. "But that were folly for them"

"Ogres be magnificently stupid,” dip said. "Folly be well within their
capability."

"But how can we be sure? If we set up to play, and it worked not—
"Aye," Cip said. "Needs must we verify the effect, privately, lest we run
great risk."

"I will go ahead and play for one!" Fleta said eagerly. She changed form and
pranced as she played her pan-pipe horn, two nelodies in counterpoint.

Cip paused. It had been years since he had heard her play. He had forgotten
her unusual talent: one horn, two tunes! It was a very pretty effect. She

m ght have done well in the Unilynpics, had she not been barred because of her
m scegenation with the rovot.

Then he returned to the serious business at hoof. "Not thou, niece. Thou be
too inexperienced to risk thyself thus. | will doit."

"But we seek to know the effect o' a chorus," she protested, returning to
girlform "At least let me go with thee, so we can play together. That be a
fairer test."

How neatly she had diverted his decision! She had not opposed it, merely
nodified it. He could not have tolerated the former, for as Herd Stallion he
had a position to maintain, but could accept the latter. "Aye, then. But stray
thou not far fromme, an we hit ogre country."

"Nary a hoofprint!" she pronised

"Cover for us," he told Neysa, who nodded. |If anything occurred that required
his attention, she would handle it w thout revealing his absence. The Herd
could continue grazing undi sturbed. O course there were | ookouts posted,;
not hi ng woul d cone upon the Herd by surprise.

They started out, trotting side by side. He was fatigued fromthe days of
constant travel, but the notion of finding a way to distract the ogres

i nvigorated him and he stepped right along. Fleta, younger, kept pace. He had
had little to do with her, because she had been absent fromthe Herd nost of
the tine, but unlike Neysa, he had not condemmed her association with the
rovot. In fact, he had been privately understanding. The rovot | ooked just

i ke Bane, and she had al ways been Bane's friend, and nore than a friend.

Ani mal s were not supposed to have sexual encounters w th human bei ngs, but
there was al ways a certain anpunt of experimentation that occurred,

particul arly anmong the young.

He hinself, in his youth, had encountered a human village girl who had



requi red cheering; she had shied away fromhimat first, until he showed her
that he was a unicorn. H's probl em had been that he was a stallion cast out of
the Herd, a "lesser male" who was denied sex with mares of the Herd until such
time as he became strong enough and bol d enough to challenge a Herd Stallion
for dom nance. Her probl em had been that she loved a village |ad who did not

| ove her; she had not wi shed to be unfaithful to him test he change his m nd
and return to her. But she did not regard a relationship with a unicorn to be
significant in that manner. In addition, she was inexperienced, and w shed to
gain a better notion what it was all about, so that she could acquit herself
well if the opportunity arose. So there had been an affair, and they had

| earned nmuch together. Unicorn mares were interested in sex only when they
cane into heat, whereas human girls could do it anytine. It had been nost

i nteresting.

Then the man of her interest had returned, and Clip had departed speedily and
quietly. It was understood that neither of themwould ever tell others of this
matter; it had been purely a private thing, of no |arger significance. He had
never had a relationship with another human girl, but he remenbered that one
with fondness. O course it had not been as good with her as with any true
mare, but it had been good enough, and he had |iked her. So now he respected
his niece for having the courage to do openly what was normally done secretly,
and to fight for her right to her relationship despite the condemati on of her
dam and nost others

Neysa, of course, had been far nore straight-maned about it. It was not the
fact of interspecies action that bothered her, for she herself had had an
affair with the Adept Stile before he married the Lady Blue. It had been the
openness of it, and the insistence that it be legitimzed. Fleta had wanted to
marry the rovot: a deed virtually unknown anong uni corns, and certainly not
appropriate m scegenously. That was the difference between Cip and his
sister: she was nore conservative, and held nore closely to the old val ues,
flawed as they mght be. It was understood that a stallion would take whatever
sexual experience he could get, but that a mare woul d i ndul ge outside of heat
only for extraordi nary reason, and then would be discreet. Indeed Neysa had
been di screet; anmobng unicorns, only he, her brother, knew for certain how

cl ose she had been to Stile.

Fleta, with Stile's son, had been discreet. But then with the rovot she had
been bl atant, and that was the essence of her crinme. Yet |ater she had proven
that it could be done: that offspring was possi ble. That had been a shock to
all of Phaze, and values were still quivering. Now with Neysa's change of
heart, Fleta was accepted, and appl auded for her courage and her achi evenent.

I ndeed, the exploits of the colt Flach had charmed themall, as he defied both
parents and Adepts and remmi ned hi dden despite their worst efforts. There was
true uni corn stubbornness.

Now, of course, they were fighting to recover Flach fromcaptivity by the
Adepts. Fleta nmight seemto be the bubbling, cheerful young creature of old,
but she was not; the years of her separation fromher foal had sobered her
She had wanted himto stay free, knowi ng how vitally that hel ped Stile's
cause, but she had al so wanted himwi th her. Such inner conflict was not Kkind
to individuals, even tough unicorns.

They ran into the sunset, eyes on the ground, naking what tine they could
while Iight remained. Unicorns could see well enough at night, but this was
unfam liar terrain, and when the darkness closed they would have to slowto a
saf e wal k.

Fl eta began to play a little duet on her horn, fromthe sheer exuberance of
t he sensation of freedom!lent by the hour. Her hooves carried the beat. On,



yes, it was nice music, her panpipes! Each note was sinple, but the

conbi nati on was special. \When she played the two very simlar notes there was
a beat, not of the hooves but of the merging themes. Surely the rovot had been
entranced by this, as by her other virtues.

They sl owed, proceeding onward toward the west, finding the open regions by
sight and sound and snell. The air gradually cool ed, and the stars came out.

It was surprisingly nice. dip renmenbered his travels with Belle, the nopst
beautiful of mares, with the iridescent mane and the sound of ringing bells.
She had become his first true |l ove, and renmined so as he mastered his Herd.
O course now he had many mares to service, and she was busy with her fourth
foal, but the bond between them had never been broken; she would al ways be his
lead mare. In the early years they had had to avoid Herds and travel by night,
but it had been no chore. They had played such |ovely nusic together

So it went, that night, a pleasure of rem niscences, as they approached the
Qgre Denesnes. By dawn they were there—and by the snell, nearing an ogre
famly. They centered on it, tracking the odor, until they came upon it: a
ponderous nale, a horrendously ugly female, and a honely cub. The nmal e was
bashing a dead tree apart, while the femal e and cub were shaking out the big
fragnments and catching the vermin in them roaches, nice, toads and snakes. A
fine ogre nmeal was in the naking.

But all three paused the nmonent the two unicorns cane into sight. It took
several seconds for the male to come to a conclusion, but it was the expected
one. He roared, and |unbered toward this new prey.

Actually, two fit unicorns should have been a match for two grown ogres. But
that was not Cip's purpose in comng here. ', He stood his ground and pl ayed
his horn. The mell owness of it spread out al nost visibly, touching the ogres.

Wuld they listen?

They paused, cocking their gross ears. Their expressions ! shifted slowy from
rage in the male and surprise in the female and curiosity in the cub to

uni versal perplexity. Beauty of any nature was foreign to ogres; they did not
know what to do with it. Perhaps sonewhere in their dimancestry there had
been a trace of it, and a suggestion of that awareness remmi ned, a usel ess
vestige that had not yet been properly bred out of the species.

Then the mal e shook it off, and prepared to roar again, to property renew his
attack.

Fl eta began to play, acconpanying Cip's nelody. Her panpi pes augnented his
saxophone tinbre nicely, and the result was extraordinarily pretty.

The ogres paused again, their perplexity deepening to virtual wonder. This
time the male did not shake it off; two nusicians overwhel med his single mnd
It seened that the tableau would remain as |ong as the music continued.

Clip decided to test this further. Still playing, he advanced on the nal e,
ready to nove quickly if the ogre snapped out of it. Fleta foll owed,

mai nt ai ni ng her harnony.

Clip cane right up to the nale, and the male did not nove.

Sl ack-jawed, the ogre listened, imobile. This was better than antici pated!

Finally dip essayed the ultimte: he actually nudged the nmale ogre with the
tip of his horn. The creature did not react.



That sufficed. Music was the key to the control of ogres! If just two players
were enough to entrance an ogre famly, think what an entire Herd Orchestra
coul d do!

Cip signaled Fleta with a twitch of his horn. They retreated, never breaking
of f their duet. Then, at a safe distance, they ended the nusic.

The ogres shook their heads as if coming out of a trance. The mal e blinked,
spi ed the unicorns, and opened his nmouth to roar

Imredi ately Cip and Fleta resumed playi ng. The ogre paused in md-gape, as
bef ore.

They noved away, continuing their playing, until they were well clear of the
ogre famly. This had been a nost successful experinment!

They headed back east. They were tired, but did not want to rest in unfamliar
country, away fromthe Herd. But they did not hurry; a regular wal k was good
enough.

After a while, Fleta assuned her hunm ngbird form and perched on Cip's head,
resting. Three hours later, they exchanged: she resumed 'corn formwhile he
became a hawk and rode her head. Thus they were able to take turns resting and
sl eeping, w thout |osing tine.

In the afternoon they encountered the Herd. Neysa had kept it noving forward
at a leisurely pace, so that any watching Adepts woul d not notice anythi ng
odd. There was even a snall bird riding her head, that m ght be taken for a
hunm ngbird froma di stance, while a hawk rode another unicorn. Thus even the
absence of the two was tacitly accounted for

They changed to human form and wal ked while they told Neysa what had happened.
They had a tool to use against the ogres!

Cip went out to neet the chief ogre at the start of the siege. "My the best
teamwn," Cip said, assum ng nmanform

"Arrrgh!" the ogre roared, taking a swi pe at him

The formal anenities acconplished, they retreated to their groups. The siege
was on.

Cip had divided his forces into three: Fleta was in charge of the defense of
the blue flag, with a quarter of the unicorns in a nunmber of guises. dip was
in charge of the attack on the red flag, with another quarter of the Herd. The
rest of the 'corns were scattered between, on their own; they would track

i ndi vidual ogres and try to take them out as opportunity offered.

Cip hoped that there would be no real action. H's attack force consisted not
of the best fighters, but the best players. They would charmthe ogres into
stasis, so that they would not defend their flag. Wth sufficient l|uck, the
siege woul d be won al nost as it began

H s contingent trotted out, in step. Fromthe di stance ahead there was a
horrendous roar as the ogre attack force commenced its charge.

The two groups cane into sight of each other. The ogres hurled a barrage of

rocks. The unicorns stepped aside, w thout breaking step, each one dodging the
stone that came for him The aim of the rocks was good, but the range was such
that there was plenty of tine to see themconing. They thudded into the ground



all around the unicorns, hitting none. Then the formation closed up again. The
beat had never faltered. The ogres hardly cared; they preferred smashi ng
things with their hanfists anyway.

As ogres and unicorns closed, Cip sounded the signal. There was a pause of
four hoofbeats. Then the nusic started:

Cip's sax, joined by the other "brass" sounds: trombone, trunpet, bugle,
French horn and tuba. The "wood" sounds:

piccolo, violin, cello, lute, guitar and harp. The "percussions": cynbals,

bel s, xyl ophone, chines and assorted druns. A few stray types, such as organ
nmusi c- box and piano. All of these terns were necessarily crude, because the
human tongue | acked proper descriptions, just as the human instruments | acked
proper quality of tone. The unicorn variety was nore or less infinite, with
each individual possessing a sound not quite |ike any other. A group of 'corns
pl ayi ng together represented nusical expertise unmatched el sewhere.

The ogres ground to a halt, their maws gaping in idiotic wonder. Their
remai ni ng rocks dropped fromflaccid hanfingers. They listened to the
ser enade.

The unicorns marched in step, keeping perfect beat, playing their intricate
nmel ody. They gui ded around the standing ogres and went on toward the red fl ag,
unchal | enged.

Then Neysa changed to her firefly formand flew up and ahead, going straight
for the high tree fromwhich the flag fluttered. dip had decided not to risk
a larger flying form lest it distract the ogres fromthe nusic. |ndeed, once
Neysa was safely aloft, her tiny body lost to viewin the distance, he brought
the party to a halt. They marched in place, serenading the ogres. The idea was
to hold the ogres' attention until the flag was safely away.

Neysa reached the flag. It was of course too heavy for her to carry in that
form She lighted on the trunk of the tree below it and changed to human form
Then, clinging with one hand, she reached up with the other to grasp the fl ag.

It didn't come. dip, watching while he stepped and pl ayed, realized what the
problem was: an ogre had tied it in place, and the knot was too tight for a
womanformto free onehanded. She woul d have to break off the top of the tree
to get it |oose.

She tried, but the trunk was too strong. That was understandabl e; not far
bel ow, it was supporting her human wei ght. She would just have to keep worKking
at the knot; eventually it should come | oose.

They continued pl ayi ng, hol ding the ogres spell bound. The effect evidently
i ncl uded the ogres farther away, because there was no sound of crashing or
roari ng anywhere. There was only the serenade.

Neysa managed to clinmb up a bit farther, and to hold on with her |egs. She got
her teeth on the knot. Now, reluctantly, it was |oosening. Soon she would have
it!

Suddenly there was the roar of a dragon, horribly loud. For a nonent it
overrode the nusic.

The ogres recovered. Their |eader roared. Then all of themwere roaring,
foll ow ng his exanpl e—and t he uni corns were drowned out.



Di saster! The ogres, finding the unicorns behind them wheel ed and charged,
roaring continuously. The nusic was no |onger effective, because it could not
be heard. The unicorns had to get away—and they were al nost surrounded.

Fortunately Clip had drilled themon a fallback procedure. They forned a
conpact group, their rears together, their horns pointing outward. The ogres
could not readily attack this group wi thout getting homned.

Meanwhi | e the nenbers of the Herd who were farther back saw the problem They
assuned their manforns and brought out their bows. Soon arrows were annoyi ng
t he ogres from behind them

These ogres turned and charged the manforns. They picked their dropped rocks
and hurled them forcing the 'corns to take cover behind trees. Then
realizing that there was a flag to fetch, the ogres tranped onward, gathering
intheir forces as they went, becom ng a seemingly invincible force.

Cip knew that this was no good. Hi s grand ploy had failed and his 'corns were
i n danger. Neysa had di sappeared; she must have changed back to firefly form
when the ogres resuned action, because any who spied her in the tree could
knock her out with a single hurled stone. It was tine to ook to their own

fl ag!

He set the exanple. He changed to hawkform and flew quickly up and away. The
others did the sane; he had had the caution to include in this group only

t hose who had flying forms. The ogres oriented and threw rocks, but the change
was so quick that they were too late; few if any escaping 'corns were caught.

Now they were in for it. The ogres, freed of distraction, were forging toward
the blue flag. Fleta had imagi natively set some traps, just in case; when the
ogres tranped straight forward, they blundered into a giant pitfall. They
promptly proceeded to bash their way out of it, but this brought down a great
deal of dirt, halfway burying them and served to slow them down. Thereafter
t he ogres made | ong pol es and poked them at the ground ahead, feeling out a
safe path. This also slowed them but not enough

Manform ' corns hid behind trees and enmerged only to throw spears at the
advanci ng horde. The ogres hurled rocks back, but took | osses. Thereafter they
kept their hairy arnms cocked, ready to throw a rock at any living thing that
showed, and the 'corns had to desist. The ogres advanced.

What were they to do? dip's best play had failed, and it was clear that the
ogres would in time reach the flag and take it down. Was there no stopping
t hen?

It occurred to him in this hour of desolation, that there had been sonething
funny about that dragon roar that had ruined his ploy of nusic. There were
supposed to be no dragons here! How coul d one have roared so | oud and cl ose as
to drown out the nassed uni corns? Where was that dragon? It had never shown

up.

Cip ground his teeth. Was it possible that there had been no dragon? That the
Adepts had nade that sound to ruin his ploy? If so, they had cheat ed—but how
could it be proven?

A hummi ngbird cane to him It becane Fleta. "Uncle, | have a plan, a
ruse—willst let nme try?"

"An thou hast a way, mare, try it!" he agreed.



"But methinks | will need thy help. I will |lead an ogre, and thou nust
dispatch it only when | say. Canst do that?"

Just like that: dispatch an ogre! But if the nonster were distracted, it was
possi ble. "Aye."

"Renmenber, only when | say, else all be lost. This be one odd ploy."
Cip becane cautious. "Mist needs | know nore o' this."

"I mean to lead it to our flag—

"That be no probleml They be going there anyway!"

"Ahead o' the others," she continued. "And let it take the flag-"
"\What ?"

"Shortly before thou dost dispatch it."

Ch. Now that he thought about it, he realized that this would make it easier
to elimnate the ogre, because it would be thinking only of the flag. Still
it was chancy. "Better to dispatch it before it gets the flag," he said.

"Nay, Uncle! It must be after! Only after, when | tell thee!"

Why did she want it this way? He decided to do it her way. It wouldn't hurt,
as long as he did stop the ogre. But he did not see how this would stop the
overall thrust of the remmining ogres. There would not be tine to | ead each of
them up al one, so soon the region of the flag woul d be swanmped with the
nonsters. "Aye," he said.

She changed to 'corn formand trotted out and around until she spied an
especially big and ugly ogre, poking his way along a bit to the side of the
others. She changed to girlform while dip assunmed hawkform and perched in a
tree, watching.

"Hey, lady-snout!" Fleta called to the ogre. "Dost put thy hair in curlers and
paint thy face to make it so pretty?"

Irony was of course lost on the creature. It took her words literally—and was
furious, because no ogre could afford to be considered pretty. It roared and
stepped toward her, but hesitated, because of the fear for pitfalls and
anbushes. Its beady eyes searched the forest, and it hefted a giant stone
nmenaci ngly.

"Slow, too!" Fleta taunted. "Wy, | could outrun thee in this form"

That was anot her potent insult, for she was a nere slip of a creature conpared
to him The ogre watched for anbushes, but was just barely smart enough to
realize that if he pursued her along the exact route she took, there would be
no pitfalls she did not fall into first. He took off after her

Fleta ran, and now Cip saw reason for her name: she was buxom and pretty (for
those who might |ike the human type), but also fleet of foot. Her black
hai r - mane flung out behind as she noved, and her buttocks twi nkled in a nanner
that made the ogre's nouth water. Qgres loved to eat humanform fl esh, and
giriformflesh was acknow edged to be the tastiest. She was the best possible
lure, to make the ogre forget what little caution it m ght possess and pursue
blindly. It would be easy to trap or waylay this ogre!



Yet she had demanded that this wait until after the ogre got the flag. dip
flew after, flitting fromtree to tree so as to mninize his exposure to
t hrown rocks, and hoped this was not as crazy as it seened.

Fl eta, remaining just ahead of the nonster, led it safely to the flag. "See,
there's our flag, and you can't get it because then you'd lose ne!" Fleta
called. "What a fool thou dost be!"

The ogre grinned, pleased at the conplinment. But her words did serve to remn nd
himof his original mssion. Quickly he hauled hinmself hanfist over hanfist up
the tree, until he grabbed the flag, then slid down. Fleta, in supposed

ast oni shment, had not noved. "Thou didst take our flag," she exclainmed. "Be
not tasty enough?"

The ogre stuffed the flag in his ear for safekeeping and |urched after her
Fleta screaned as if in horror and ran again. She led the ogre to the side,
some distance fromthe original flag site, then dived under a giant spruce
tree. "l be safe here!" she cried.

But one of her dainty feet poked out. She had not gotten conpletely out of
sight! The ogre grabbed—ust as the foot was pulled out of the way. The ogre
grabbed agai n, plunging under the tree, until it too was lost in the maze of
branches.

"Now, Uncle!" Fleta call ed.

dip, hovering nervously near, was nore than ready. He flitted to the ground,
converting to his natural formand |anding squarely on four feet. He saw the
hunm ngbird sail up out of harmi s way; then he rammed horn-first into the bulk
of the ogre tangled in the foliage.

Hs first strike caught the nmonster frombehind. His horn sank in half its

| ength before he jerked it out, but the brute had not received a nortal wound.
The ogre wrenched around, a hanfist striking out. It smashed into a | arge
branch, snapping it off—and Cip's second strike drove in under the ogre's
massi ve arm seeking the heart.

But the angle was wong, and he only punctured a gross lung. He jerked back
and the ogre reached for himw th both arns, catching at his head. Unable to
get away. Cip launched forward, his horn driving up the ogre's flaring nose.

This time the stroke was true: the tip of the horn punctured the creature's
smal |l brain. The ogre made a gasp of irritation, and coll apsed.

Cip backed out of the foliage, assum ng manform The ogre was entirely out of
sight; only the broken branches and scuff-marks on the ground showed where he
had gone. "Cover the traces so he can't be found," Fleta said. She drew from

her pocket a bright blue flag.

Cip was appalled. "Thou hast our flag? We dare not touch it, |lest we be
di squalified!"

"Nay, this be not our flag," she said brightly. "See, it be brighter, and not
quite the right shape; it were the best we could do on the spur.™

"But - "

"I shall just put this fake flag up where ours was," she expl ai ned.



"But all they have to do is take the real one, which they can readily do—=

"An they see it, aye," she agreed. "Thou nust make sure they do not." She ran

back toward the original flag |ocation

Cip went back to ook at the dead ogre. Sure enough, the original flag was
still stuffed in its ear. He fetched a broken bough and used it to sweep the
ground, masking the traces.

Then he set it on the ogre, further concealing him Only a person who knew
where to | ook would find either ogre or flag.

Yet wasn't this merely delaying the inevitable? If the ogres were stupid
enough to take the fake flag back, they would realize that it was fake when
the authorities checked it. Then they would return to make a thorough search
and find the real one.

Unl ess—

Suddenly the full nature of Fleta's ploy canme clear to him Beautiful! He
changed to hawkform and flew back toward the other end of the arena, where the
red flag still flew

He encountered other unicorns, in their several forns, harassing the advancing
ogres. He stopped a nonment with each, quickly explaining what was to occur

and how each should react. He found distressingly few, the ogres had been
striking back with increasing effectiveness, and taken a heavy toll of the

def enders.

He reached the vicinity of the red flag. A number of ogres were clustered at
the base of its tree, ready to defend it against any eneny intrusion. At this
stage, no such intrusion was likely; the ranks of the unicorns had been too
drastically depleted. It was obvious that the ogres were going to win the

si ege.

But Cip went from'corn to 'corn, explaining. Sone were incredul ous, but it
was the only hope remaining, and they agreed to do what he asked. He knew t hat
Fl eta was doi ng the sane, back near the blue flag.

There was a roar fromthe distance: the ogres had broken through to the flag!
The ground shook as they charged back in a mass, and soon the |ead ogre
appeared, taking a swatch of bl ue.

Afirefly flewup to dip. He knewit was Neysa, giving up on the red fl ag;
she was too small in this form and too vulnerable in her womanform "It be
all right," he said to her, quietly so that no ogre woul d overhear. "Just
follow ny |ead!"

She reverted to natural form show ng doubt in every mannerism How could he
stop the ogres now?

Al'l around were unicorns, looking simlarly dejected. Sonme few tried to balk
the ogres, but these were quickly dispatched. It was obviously a | ost cause.

The ogre with the blue flag charged up to the tree and clinbed it. When he got
high up on it, the thing bent and swayed, but he got far enough to reach the
red flag. He jamed the two together. A unicorn with a percussion horn nade a
| oud sound very like a gong. Two sides could play the gane of special noises!
There was a roaring cheer fromthe other ogres.



Cip assuned stallion formand bl ew a sad note. The ot her unicorns wal ked
slowy toward him None | ooked happy.

The ogres, gruffly cheerful, punched each other roughly on the shoul ders and
tranped away. They woul d have a nonstrous cel ebration tonight! The unicorns
wat ched them go without comment.

When the | ast ogre had departed. Cip assumed hawkform and flew up to the set
of flags. Several sharp pecks with his beak | oosened the red one. He hauled it
clear, and flewwith it toward the region of the other flag. The other

uni corns foll owed, making no exclamations, watching for any ogres who m ght be
| aggi ng behi nd. The ogres had been too stupid to realize that the game had not
yet finished, because the dead had not yet returned to |life. The Adepts of
course would know, but were barred frominterfering; they could only watch and
grind their teeth. They could not cry warning, because this would be so
obvious a foul that their side would forfeit.

Soon Clip reached the spruce tree where the dead ogre lay. He plunged into the
foliage and set the red flag at the ogre's ear with the blue one.

The two flags touched. There was the sound of a gong. The casualties came back
to life, unicorn and ogre alike. This time the siege really was over, and the
uni corns were the victor

"That be our point!" Neysa exclainmed. "Unicorn point!"

Indeed it was. They had done it for Stile.

14

Agape

"I hate this!" she protested

"There be no other way," Bane rem nded her. "For the first gane, each side
chose its own chanpion. For the second, each chose the chanpion o' the other
For this third, each had to conpromise. W vetoed their first and second

choi ces, so they vetoed ours; thus thou nmust bear our standard.”

"But against Citizen Tan!" Agape said. "He hates ne!"

"Aye, and with reason," he said, snmling. "Was thy body the mare used to tweak
his hardware. But this be a game; thou hast nerely to play the grid properly,
and he can do naught 'gainst thee."

"Ch, Bane, | amafraid!"

He held her, but could not console her. "I would free thee o' this duty an
could, but it be set. The ganes be e'en; thou nmust win this one for Blue!"

"I amafraid | wll |ose!"

"Just remenber the strategy: keep it in Mental an thou canst, and in Machine
if that be thine option. Then he can not get at thee directly."

"He will find a way!" she said with dire prenonition. "Ch, | could just nmelt!"

"Later, after thou has won the ganme," he said, smling. But she was not
reassured. She felt singularly inadequate to the occasion. How could she, an



alien creature, hope to prevail against a hard-driving malignant Citizen? She
wi shed nost ardently that she had never had to return from Mbeba, once she had
escaped Proton. But that would have neant continued separation from Bane, and
from Nepe, and that, too, was intol erable.

All too soon it was tine. In the norning she approached the desi gnated
console. Citizen Tan was already there, staring at her fixedly. She knew t hat
he did not choose to distinguish between herself and Fleta, and well
renenbered his pain of the body and pride, years ago, and he had never
forgiven those injuries. He was a man bent on vengeance.

"So ne ampeba slides in," he said, unsmling.
She did not answer. She took her place at the console and tried not to shrink
too visibly fromhis gaze.

The screen lighted. She al nost dissolved with relief: she had the nunbers!

She noved her hand carefully, so as to nake no foolish error. She touched one
finger to 2. MENTAL. There, she had done it! There could be no physica
contact between them She felt as if she had won a significant encounter

al ready. She could not have asked for a better break

Tan nmade his selection, as if it were a matter of indifference, and the screen
bl i nked and di spl ayed the secondary grid: 2D. AN MAL- ASSI STED MENTAL. This
meant that they would be playing through ani mals, comandi ng them or sendi ng
their directives to them by other means. Agape was surprised; she had not
thought Citizen Tan to have any interest whatever in animals.

Then she suffered a wash of apprehension: surely he was up to sonething
mal i gnant! Sonehow he hoped to get at her physically through those animals.
Yet how could he, in the nmental category?

Al as, that becane all too quickly evident. The definition of "animal" included
not only the conventional dogs, cats, horses and such, but also androids of

all types, and al so the human ani mal. Thus she found herself playing the
primary grid again, this tinme for the nature of the aninmal encounter

Benmused, she made what she feared were bad choices, and found herself in the
very category she nost wanted to avoid:

NAKED PHYSI CAL, HUVAN ANI MAL. This was a trap of MENTAL that she had sonehow
over|l ooked: it reopened everything el se. She played the tertiary grid in a
blur, certain that disaster was upon her

Abruptly it ended: they were in Flat Surface Interactive, Human
Ani mal - Assi st ed, Naked Physical -. Surrogate Sex.

"Do each of you understand the nature of the selected game?" the voice of the
Gane Conputer inquired.

"Naturally," Tan snapped.

"N-no," Agape confessed. She only knew it was trouble. How could she have | et
the Citizen stanpede her into this?

"I will explain for the benefit of the one who pl eads ignorance,” the voice
said. "Each player will select an actor of the sane sex fromthe avail able
menu. The actors will be attuned to thoughts sent by their players, and will

be responsive to such thoughts if they are not in conflict with the actors



natural inclinations. One player will be designated the initiator, the other
the receiver; these designations will reverse at three-hour intervals. The
initiator will within the period seduce the receiver—

"What ?" Agape cried faintly.

"And be adjudged the winner of the fall,"” the machine continued blithely. "If
the initiator fails in that period, the receiver wins the fall. Then the
receiver will becone the initiator and will seduce the new receiver, with the
fall simlarly deternmined. For the final period the roles will reverse again.
The strictures against force will be relaxed in the final period, so as to
ensure a decision. If the initiator does not succeed, the victory will go to

the receiver, as the winner of two of three falls."
"What am | to do?" Agape cried in despair.

Citizen Tan said sonething inpolite and very much to the point. He, of course,
was enjoying this. He had succeeded after all in bringing her to a sexua
encounter, and he intended to have his measure of flesh

"The setting will be the Commopns," the Game Conputer said. "Neither actor will
be allowed to leave it until the ganme is concluded, on pain of default.
Interference by others will not be tolerated. You will now select your actors,
who will be routed to the Comrons wi thout being advised of their roles.™

"But do you nean real people?" Agape cried. "How can we—=
"A further explanation," the machine said patiently. "The actors will be
selected froma pool formed by volunteers that is maintained at a constant

| evel . Each vol unteer has been exam ned and approved, then awareness of this

process has been deleted. Only after the ganme is conplete will they understand
that they have played their parts. They will be compensated, and of course
they will have a certain notoriety because of the significance of this

particul ar gane. No onus attaches to them for what occurs. They are rea
peopl e, but they understood the range of parts avail abl e when they
vol unteered. "

"Ch." It was all she could manage at the nonent.

"Now you wi |l make your selections. Touch the screen to enlarge a card, and
touch SELECT when the card is the one you choose.” A pattern of pictures and
very fine text appeared on the screen.

Agape nerved herself to glance at Citizen Tan. He was | ooking at his own
screen. It was evident that he was having absolutely no trouble with this. He
had probably played this game before. But how could she try to seduce him or
his agent—his actor? Even with her actress? Wiat woul d Bane thi nk?

She knew the answer to the |last question. Bane wanted her to win this game and
the tourney, so that Citizen Blue would prevail. Bane |oved her, but he was a
realist. He would tell her to do what she had to do.

But could she? The very notion of seeking a sexual encounter w th another man,
even via a surrogate, appalled her. Al she knew of this subject she had
| earned with Bane. Granted the necessity, still she doubted she could do it.

Then she thought of Nepe, captive of the Gtizens. Her child. A victory here
woul d bring her back. Now Agape knew that she would do it.

She touched a picture. Imediately it expanded to fill the screen. It showed a



beautiful young woman with an expansive hal o of black hair, dramatically erect
and full breasts, and a confident expression. The text said: NAME M I da.

SEX:

Femal e. AGE: 23 Earth Years. EMPLOYER Citizen Bliven. ASSI GNMENT: On Call.

Agape read no further. No wonder the woman was beautiful; she was the
Citizen's nmistress! She was apt to be an easy mark for an anorous serf,
because Citizen sex, by nobst accounts, was denmandi ng and not particularly

pl easant for the serf, male or female. The Citizen had to be pl eased, at al
costs; the penalty for failure was to be fired, and that was bad news on
Proton. Thus if a man cane who sought sex on an equal basis, the wonman shoul d
be nattered.

She touched the picture again, and it condensed back to its prior place,
surrounded by ot hers. Agape touched a new one.

This showed a relatively hormely woman. There was nothing wong with her
appear ance; she just was not anything a man woul d choose to pursue. This one
m ght therefore dimnish the male actor's ardor

Agape realized inmredi ately that her notion was flawed. Suppose a handsome man
pursued and flattered such a woman? Unaccustoned to such attention, she m ght
wel cone it, and do whatever the man asked in an effort to please him Agape,
as the player, could tell her no, but that m ght not carry nmuch wei ght, being
contrary to her natural inclinations. She touched the picture again, and it

di mi ni shed.

The third picture seemed about right: a pretty but slightly ol der wonan with
brown hair and brown eyes. She would surely be quite fetching when she sniled
and less attractive otherwi se. The | egend said: NAVE Deerie. SEX Fenale.
AGE: 30 Earth Years. EMPLOYER Citizen Tosnme. ASSI GNMENT: Foot Massager

| NTELLI GENCE: 1.15. CREATIVITY: 0.95 STABILITY: 1.21

Agape nodded. This | ooked very good. Deerie was old enough to know her mind
especially with a stability quotient twenty-one per cent above the norm She
had a sinple nenial job which mght be a cover for "on call" and probably
woul d accede to whatever demand the Citizen mght make, but would be no easy
mark for anyone else. Female serfs did not even count Citizen seductions as
sex; it was just an involuntary necessity. This was a reasonably smart,

uni magi nati ve woman per haps hal fway through her Proton tenure; she woul d want
to get all the way through wi thout problens, and take her pay to her hone
worl d. Serfs who made it through could retire quite confortably el sewhere; the
systemmade it worth their while to undergo this servitude.

But how would this one be if she had to seduce a strange man? Here that | ower
creativity score should hel p: she would accept Agape's bright notions as her
own, not thinking to question themor to devel op other options. Wuld her age
count against her in this respect? Perhaps not, for she possessed quite conely
features and was well proportioned throughout. Probably she exercised, because
she | ooked physically fit. That could help if it came to viol ence-as,
unfortunately, it could.

Agape touched SELECT. She woul d take Deerie as her actress. Citizen Tan
natural ly, had | ong since chosen

"Go to the two privacy booths indicated," the Game Conputer said. A line
appeared on the floor, |eading away.

She followed her line, glad that it did not go in the sane direction as
Citizen Tan's line. At |east she would be away from hi m physically.



The Iine led to a glassed-in booth. She entered and cl osed the door. There was
a confortable chair. That was all.

She sat in the chair. Inmrediately the wall before it became a picture: the
Commons, the region of relaxation for serfs when they were not working for
their Ctizens. It had many couches and beds, food machi nes, pools, and
screens on which recorded entertainnents could be evoked. It was a pl easant

pl ace; she had visited it many times with Bane, and many nore tines w thout
him during his absences in Phaze. She had brought Nepe here, in the early
years before Nepe disappeared; the child had proved to be precocious with the
entertainnents. The rule was that serfs were free to do whatever they wi shed
here, provided it did not directly interfere with the pl easures of others.
They coul d indeed indulge in sexual activity here, in full view, those who did
not want to watch were free to | ook el sewhere. Thus this was the proper
setting for a game such as this.

"Your opponent has the onus," the Gane Conputer said. "He has therefore been
advised of the identity of your actress. Speak cautiously; fromthis nonent
all that you say will be conveyed to your actress as soundl ess thought."

"But — Agape started.

The picture on the wall junped, as if someone had reacted. Agape realized that
her word had been relayed, and that Deerie had heard in her mnd But—
Natural |y she had junped; she didn't understand why such a thought had cone
into her head.

She kept quiet and watched, and after a nmonent Deerie resuned her notion
Agape realized that the wall-picture she saw was what the actress saw, it
nmoved as her vision did. How this effect was achi eved Agape wasn't certain;
she had never played this particul ar ganme before and never explored this

ef fect. Perhaps caneras on the woman rel ayed their pictures, and the Gane
Conput er assenbl ed these into a hol ographic i mage that duplicated what the
worman shoul d be seeing. For it was three-dinensional; it seemed that the wall
was gl ass, and that she was seeing through it into the Conmons.

Deeri e wal ked past a mirror, and gl anced a nonment at her reflection. Agape
caught a glinpse of the woman of the picture. The hair was |onger now, and the
breasts drooped sonewhat; how | ong ago had that picture been taken? But the
worman was nmovi ng on before Agape coul d assess the situation fully.

"No!" she said. "Stay and | ook a nonent | onger."

The i mage turned, as the actress responded. She faced back and approached the
mrror again.

Agape had spoken involuntarily, but realized that the woman had taken it as
her own thought. It was amazing how well this worked! But it would be better
to provide a rationale, so that Deerie would not get suspicious.

"I haven't really | ooked at nyself in some tinme," Agape said. "I would like to
reassure nyself that | still |ook respectable.”

The wonman stood before the mirror. She straightened her back and inhal ed. Now
her breasts lifted, beconming erect and prom nent, and her belly flattened.
Yes, she had a good figure; the years had not yet eroded it. "Yes, that's
nice," Agape said. "I should nmaintain a better posture, so as to show nysel f
of f to advantage; there is no point in slouching and having others think I am
getting old."



Agape' s eye was caught by a brightening light to the side. She |ooked, and
realized that the border around the wall-picture contained a series of panels
that gl owed gently. The brightening one had letters forned by shadi ng: PRI DE
Deeri e was experiencing the enotion of pride! That was how the player knew the
enotions of the actor; by watching the panels gl ow.

"Yes, | amglad | paused to take stock of nyself," Agape said. "I am
reassured.”

Deerie lifted her hand to her hair. The brown tresses were pinned back by a
conb. She lifted this out and used it to conb out her hair. Because serfs had
no cl othes, they had no pockets; unless a woman wanted to carry a purse, which
was a nui sance on Proton, she had few ways to keep articles with her. Thus the
doubl e-duty comb was common.

Deerie formed her hair into gentle inward curls about her shoul ders, so that
the outline of her face was softened. "Yes, | |ook better," Agape said. She
was becom ng confortable with this node of comruni cation, and was devel opi ng a
certain rapport with her actress.

The wonman set the conb back into the top of her hair, where it resenbled part
of a tiara, another nice effect. She wal ked on through the Comons, evidently
going to some particular entertainnment.

She came to a bank of food machi nes and punched for a cup of water. Agape was
surprised. Water, when anything at all was avail abl e? What kind of relaxation
was this?

But then Deerie noved on to an exercise region, and it made sense. She did not
want to be burdened wi th digestion when working out, but water was all right.

Deerie got on the track that circled the region, and began jogging. Slowy she
pi cked up speed, until her breath was heaving. A new panel gl owed:

EXH LARATI ON. No wonder she was healthy: her idea of entertainnent was to run
har d!

"May | join you?" a man inquired, falling in beside her. Deerie junped, and so
di d Agape; neither had noticed his approach

The actress turned her head to ook at him He was a tall, nuscular nan of
about her own age, bronzed and handsonme. Evidently sonewhat of a professiona
when it came to physical exercise. "As you wish," Deerie replied
nonconmittally.

"I have seen you here before,"” the man said. Though he matched her pace, he
was not the |least winded. "Frankly, | like your |ook. Do you like mne?"

Suddenl y Agape renenbered what they were here for. Citizen Tan had taken a
mal e body, and was out to seduce Deerie! She had to stop this before it got

goi ng!

"I don't trust this man!" Agape said. "I don't know him and | fear his
intentions."

But for the first time she encountered resistance. Deerie, as it turned out,
was interested in men, and this was the kind she |iked. She had no ill usions
about their interest, but since she wasn't seeking anything pernanent, that
didn't bother her. She trusted her judgnent, not the man, and she deened this
one as a fit conpanion for an hour's fun. At |east, so Agape interpreted the



woman' s reacti ons.
"I think he's a sadist," Agape said desperately. "He wants to get ne al one and
hurt ne, and nake ne cry, and then he will l[augh and call me a foolish old

mai d. "

That thought had better effect. "Sone other tine," Deerie said, and sl owed and
stepped of f the track

The man | ooked di sappoi nted, but did not pursue her. He ran on down the track
and in a nmonment was out of sight.

"You certainly dispatched him Deerie," another man said.

She | ooked around. "Ch, hello. Handy," she panted. "\Wat are you doi ng here?"

"Just thought |I'd see how the other half lives," Handy said. "l never exercise
nmysel f." He was tall and slender, with a handsome shock of blond hair. "I'm
nore of a gamesman nyself."

"I know," Deerie agreed. "l've seen you play. But you're only twenty-one; when
you get to be ny age, you'll exercise or sag. Better to start early and stay

i n shape."

Agape was relieved. These two knew each other, and were friendly, so Handy

m ght serve as a buffer between Deerie and Tan's actor. She should keep them
toget her until the danger passed. "I never realized what good conpany Handy
is," she said for Deerie's benefit.

Handy | aughed in response to Deerie's remark, for an instant startling Agape,
because it was alnost as if he had heard her words. "You may have a point!
woul d never have taken you for twenty-five!"

"For what?" Deerie asked, startled in her turn

"I really thought you were ny age, but soneone said you were ol der. Mybe they
were teasing nme."

"I"'mthirty."

He | aughed again. "I'mnot that gullible! Cone on, how old really?
Twent y- f our ?"

Deeri e studied him He was young, but a fine figure of a man. "Thirty,
really," she said, flattered

"I don't believe it. But I'malways ready to play a game. WII| you bet on it?"
"Il bet, but you'll lose."
"Good enough. What are the stakes?"

Deerie eyed him m xed enotions showi ng on the panel s: SPECULATI ON, PLEASURE,
SURPRI SE. "What did you have in nind?"

He eyed her back. "You know, | never thought of you this way before, but
you're one pretty woman! If you are under thirty, | want your |ove."



"And if | amthirty, what do | get?"

Handy spread his hands. "I have little to offer. Wuld you settle for
i nstruction in gamesmanshi p?"

"No. | have no interest in the Gane."

"Then you nmust nane sonething else. | being a young man with only one thing on
nmy mnd, can't think of anything else.”

The panels were glowing nore brightly. The actress was really flattered by the
attention of this young man.

"Exercise!" Deerie exclaimed. "You will run with me ten | oops around the
track!"

"I"d collapse in two," he said. "You | ook great running;

I was watching you. Fromin front your breasts jog al nost independently of
your body, and from behi nd—=

"Take it or leave it!" she cut in, |aughing.

He | ooked woebegone. "Ch, I'Il take it! But | have to win, because | won't
| ook a fraction as good as you on that track, especially after | collapse.”

They went to an information screen. "My nanme is Deerie," the actress said. "l
work for Citizen Tosme. How old am|l, in standard Earth years?"

The screen flickered. Then the number 30 appear ed.

"Ch, no!" Handy groaned. "Wit, let ne verify this; maybe this unit's out of
whack." He stepped up to the screen. "My nane is Handy. | work for Ctizen
Merely as a furniture polisher. How old am|?"

The nunbers appeared: 21

"And are you sure she's thirty?"

YES.

He sighed. "Well, I'mhung for it." He | ooked at her again. "Damm, you sure
don't look it! Are you sure | can't talk you into ny kind of exercise

i nst ead?"

Deerie, highly flattered and intrigued, was tenpted. "Wll-"

"Ch, thank you, you lovely creature!" he exclained. He was obviously sincere;
he was getting an erection

Suddenl y Agape suffered a shock of suspicion. The first man had desi sted
i mediately, while this one was intent on seduction. H's every word was
calculated flattery! Was this Tan's actor?

She couldn't ganble that he was not. She realized that the fact that Deerie
knew hi m meant not hi ng; Tan coul d have chosen himpartly for that reason. And
Agape had al nost been decei ved—f that was the case.

"Too fast!" she said. "I really don't know himthat well. 1'd better hold him
off a while, just to be sure." Because Agape realized that a direct negation



m ght not take, at this point; Deerie's panels were glow ng, and anong them
LUST was gai ning brightness. Wth a man, that one would be the first to gl ow,
while with a woman it nmight be the last, but it could be very strong inits
time, as Agape herself knew. She was not human, but she had emul ated a human
femal e for some time, studying the nuances, and when she had | earned about sex
she had discovered its conpul sive conponent. How she wanted to be w th Bane
right now But she was about to lose the fall, unless Handy really was an

i nnocent friend. That seemed decreasingly likely.

Deeri e was hesitating, her new thoughts at variance with her grow ng enotion
Agape junped in to buttress her side. "He lost the bet! He's just trying to
get out of running. He really doesn't care about ne; he probably thinks |I'm
ancient, but he'd rather put up with ne than wear hinmself out on the track."

That got through. The actress was highly conscious of the age differenti al
which didn't matter for incidental contacts but |ooned |arger in sexual

matters. She did not wish to be foolish. "Hold on there," she said. "I didn't
say | would. You lost the bet, renenber! | don't think |I should let you off so
easy."

Handy's erection was now at full mast. "Ch, Deerie, don't tease nme |like this!
You can see I'mnot lying. | really do want you!" He gl anced down at hinself,
as if confirmng it.

"Every man wants every wonman!" Agape retorted. Indeed, she knew that Citizen
Tan wanted her, though that was nore for the purpose of humiliating her than
fromactual desire

"Every nman does," Deerie said, speaking the thought. "That is, a man doesn't
have to like or respect a worman, he just wants sex wherever he can find it."

Wl | said! Agape was getting along well with Deerie, or maybe it was the other
way around.

"But | tike and respect you!" Handy protested.
"Sure you do, joker," another woman said, noting the display. "That's what you
said to Jezebel |ast week, but then you cut her dead."

What a break! Handy had a past, and now that was interfering with his present
pl oy. Tan's ploy! How was he going to explain this?

He tried. "Jezebel was a cow conpared to Deerie here. Deerie's the one
really want."

"My best friend—a cow?" the woman demanded. "Listen, jerk, |1've got three
quarters of a mind to take that rod of yours and bend it in half!"

"Like to see you try!" a muffled man's voice cane from sonmewhere. It seened
t hat the nei ghboring serfs were catching on to the sport.

"I had better get out of here before it gets enbarrassing," Agape said.

At this point, Deerie was glad to agree. She had been nattered and intrigued
by Handy's advance, and not at all dismayed by his erection, but she did not
want to be a | aughi ngstock. She made a quiet retreat, while Handy was occupi ed
with the other woman.

Agape was relieved. She had survived the first advance. Now she just had to
stay clear for the remai nder of the period, and this fall would be hers. She



couldn't |eave the Commons, but she could get involved in sonething else, so
t hat Handy woul d have troubl e approachi ng her

"Let's see, what do | usually do after | exercise?" she asked

"I go to the pool and exercise sonme nore," Deerie answered herself.

Soon they were swi nming. Her |ocation was hardly unknown; it seemed that every
worman in the Commons had heard about her episode with Handy the nonment it
happened. "Good going, girl!" one worman called as she swam by. "They think al
they have to do is get it up, and any worman near will leap on!" And,
surprisingly, even a few nen were chuckling. They liked a good joke as well as
the wonen did, so long as it was on soneone el se.

Thus it was that the tinme passed, and Deerie escaped her seduction. Agape had
won the first fall!

But now it was the second period, and the onus was on her. The Gane Conputer
confirmed that Handy was the one she had to seek. Her actress had to seduce
Tan's actor, or lose the fall. This was the part she hated nost.

But she had to do it. She nerved herself, then began working on Deerie, who
was sunning herself on the tanning beach. "I guess | wasn't too nice to him
Maybe | should give himhis settlement after all."

Deerie, as it turned out, was amenable. She had been turned off the Iiaison
because of the devel opi ng enbarrassment, not because she disliked the notion
She got 'up and went in search of Handy.

He was glumy having a drink. Intoxicants were forbidden to serfs, but the
convention remained: a person was allowed to decrease inhibitions after
i mbi bi ng.

She sat down beside him "Handy, |I'msorry," she said. "I shouldn't have made
it awkward for you this nmorning."

He | ooked at her. Agape could guess his thoughts. Citizen Tan wanted to curse
her, but he was aware that because he had lost the first fall, he would need
to win both remaining falls. If he won the second by driving her forever away,
he woul d have no chance to seduce her in the third period. So he had to do it
carefully, in such a way as to set up for his next turn. Meanwhile the actor
Handy, unaware of this background, should be quite ready to accommodate her

"These things happen,” he said. "I still think you' re a great-Iooking woman."

Deeri e was pl eased. She of course did not know what |ay behind this day's
contact. "Well, you did |lose the bet, and | didn't make you run. So if you
want to work out your penalty the way you suggested—

Now it seemed that Tan and Handy had a conflict. Citizen Tan had no intention
of having sex, but serf Handy was obviously interested. He was starting

anot her erection. He set aside his finished drink and went quickly to a couch
where he could sit without his condition showing as clearly.

Agape wondered how this kind of game proceeded when the sex occurred in the
first period. Didn't that put the female at a di sadvantage for the second
peri od, because the male was spent? But she realized that this would be the

| east of problens; the Game Computer would sinply arrange for a sexua
restorative to be given, and the man's interest would be at its normal |evel.
It would al so be possible to adapt a new set of actors.



"No, | don't care to be enbarrassed again," Handy was saying. "You got ne al
excited before, and then you left ne standing in a cromd with nmy tower on

di spl ay! Everyone knew |I'd been stood up and not laid dowmn. |I'mafraid you are
only setting ne up to do it again."

"Ch, no. Handy, no!" Deerie protested, following himto the couch. "That was
an accident! Once the other people came in, | had to go, because | didn't I|ike
it that public. But we can go to a privacy booth right now and do it. |
promise I'll make it up to you!"

She was doing very well! Handy's erection was grow ng;

he really did want her. But Citizen Tan needed to break this up. "I'Il tell
you what: let it go for now, and if you're still interested in three hours,
then I'Il know you mean it. Then I'Il do it."

Nice ploy! In three hours it would be Tan's onus again. "I don't think | can

wait," Agape said. "He's got nme all excited.”

I ndeed he had. Deerie was now fully conmitted to the encounter, and hardly
needed Agape's encouragi ng thoughts. "I can't wait!" she said. She was
st andi ng besi de the couch; she strai ghtened her back and inhal ed.

Handy's face was a study, as he warred with the opposing voice in his nind

H s body definitely wanted consummati on, but the voice was telling himhe
wasn't interested.

Now was the tinme to strike. "I know he wants me," Agape said. "But he is
fearful of another scene like that of this nmorning. So | won't wait; | will
just clinb up on himand do it!" Wuld this work?

It did. Deerie obeyed the thought w thout question. She practically threw
hersel f on Handy, bearing hi mback | engthw se on the couch and com ng down on
top of him Her mouth sought his for a hungry kiss as her groin rubbed agai nst
hi s.

But her lips found only nush in his. His erection was softening. He had been
abruptly turned off! Wat had happened?

"What's the matter, honey?" Deerie asked, as upset as Agape, though perhaps
for different reason. "Here we are all set to do it, and you're |eaving!"

"I remenbered sonething,"” he nunbl ed.
"My age!" she said, chagrined

"No, not that! You're a great woman! But | heard somewhere that your enpl oyer,
he—=

"Citizen Tosne? All | do is massage his feet!"
"And nore, when he asks."

"Well, of course. But that's universal; serfs are at the disposal of their
Citizens. It doesn't nean anything to ne."

"But what | heard—you may not know this—+s that because of this. Citizen Tosne
has reserved you for hinmself. Anyone el se who uses you will be gel ded."



"\What ?" Deerie was appalled. "That can't be true! I've had nunerous—

"Wthin the | ast npnt h?"

"Well, no, actually, |'ve been busy with nmy exercise schedul e. But—=
"And no one has approached you," he concluded. "Now we know why. | was foolish
to—+ nmean, | just got carried away, and—

Deerie was conpletely flustered, and Agape could not get through to her at
all. The charge was surely a lie, that Handy woul d conveniently discover in

t hree hours, but neanwhile he had the planet's best excuse to avoid contact.
Deerie herself was all too much afraid it was true; Citizens did that sort of
t hi ng when they chose. They did not like to share their sex objects with
serfs. Tan had cone up with a nmasterpi ece of dissenblance that gave himthe
conpl ete advantage for the nonent.

Agape knew that she had | ost her opportunity to win this fall; it would take
nmore than three hours to get her actress settled down. She let Deerie
di sengage and seek solitude; there was nothing el se to be done.

Except to prepare for the final session. Tan's actor would conme calling, and

this time he would not be limted to words. He would be allowed to coerce or

even rape her, and certainly Tan woul d encourage that. Tan's vengeance was in
t he maki ng; Agape could have avoided it only by winning this second fall. She
had failed, and now the score was even, and there would be hell to pay.

She deci ded that her best chance was to hide so that he couldn't find her
Since she couldn't |eave the Conmons wi thout defaulting, she would have to

hi de by concealing her identity. It would also be better if she were in a
crowmd; he would be less likely to try rape anong people. For one thing, she
could scream and other men would surely come to her rescue. Sex was al

right, and could even becone a deliberate show, but rape was considered a form
of violence by nbst wonmen and some nmen. In addition, she could fight. She
could put a defensive strategy into Deerie's nmnd, so that Deerie would
understand what to do when the tine cane.

By the time of the third period. Agape was well prepared. She had caused
Deerie to take some dirt froma flower pot and go to a toilet stall, where she
rubbed the dirt into her hair and face and torso. Thus she became darker and
wi I der, looking quite different in the mirror. Her hairstyle was changed too,
now being plaited and plastered. It had taken sone urging to get the woman to
do this, but the persistent thought that Handy had turned angry and intended
to humliate her did the job.

Then Deerie went quietly to a darkened show chanber where a dull hol o was
bei ng pl ayed. She sat on the floor in back and watched as if nesnerized. Wth
[ uck, she would never be found, and both of them would be spared a horrible
ordeal. She was there before the second period ended, so that when the onus
changed and Tan/Handy started | ooking, there would be nothing to see.

But monents after the third period cormenced, a shape |ooned in the entrance
to the chamber. It was Handy—and he seened to know exactly where he was goi ng
and what he was | ooking for. He must have been watching her all along,
anticipating this ploy of hers!

He paused | ong enough to let his eyes adjust to the gloom Then he nmade his
way toward her. Should she screan? But he might be searching all the chanbers
this way, trying to make her identify herself by reacting; she had better keep
qui et and hope he passed on by. If he did, then she was on her way to w nning.



He did not. His face was contorted; Agape could not guess what thoughts Tan
had put into Handy's mind, but it was evident that they had driven the man
beyond reason.

"I will scream " Agape cried.
Deeri e opened her nout h—but Handy's hand cl apped down on it, stifling her

"I will bitel" Agape said. But already the man was pulling the woman over,
com ng down on her, crushing her; she was too disoriented to pay further
attention to Agape's thoughts.

But one thing Agape had put into her mind before paid off: Deerie's knee cane
up, aimng for the man's groin. The bl ow woul d have been devastating if ft had
connected, a definite game winner. But it only struck his outer thigh; he had
been on guard against it. Trust a man to know how to rape better than a wonman
knew how to defend against it! Handy pressed Deerie down flat on her back on
the floor, his hand still stifling her, one of his knees wedged between her

| egs so that she could not clamp her |egs together. Her effort to knee hi m had
only put her leg out of position, giving himthis opening.

"I will strike himwith nmy free hands!" Agape cried desperately. "I wll poke
out his eyes! | will hurt himuntil he stops!" But Deerie was beyond that;
terrified, she was retreating into an enotional shell, becom ng passive. In

fact, she was close to | osing consciousness.

"A message for you!" Handy gasped, evidently coached by persistent if
nmeani ngl ess (to him thoughts. "I owe you this, alien nare!"

"Fight him Fight him" Agape cried. "Roll, struggle, bite/resist!"

But Deerie did not. The nman positioned hinself and began his thrust. The pain
began—and Deeri e passed out. There was screan ng

The screen went dark. The input fromthe actress had ended with her

consci ousness. Agape found herself gasping, her throat raw, she was the one
scream ng. She was also nelting; her |ower section was puddling on the floor
Truly, she had been vi ol at ed.

She had lost the fall and the match, in the worst possible way. Citizen Tan
had had his vengeance, on her personally and on Citizen Blue for opposing the
Contrary Citizens.

Agape |l et go, dissolving the rest of the way. In a nonent she too was
unconsci ous.

15
Si r el noba

The days on the undersea isle would have been conmpletely delightful, had it

not been for their awareness that a great decision was in the making, and that
it was going against the Adept Stile and the ani mals who supported him

Sirel moba ronped with Barelnosi in wolf and human forms, hunting and gathering
and eating and sleeping and attenpting to mate. They had been unable to
conplete the | ast, because she was too young for her first heat, but the urge
for it cane in cycles and she knew that in due course those cycles would
intensify until conpletion becane feasible. O course once they succeeded,

that would be the last of that, because she would enter on her adult stage and



woul d seek a nmate el sewhere; her Commitnment to Barel, and his to her, would be
done. So she was not sorry that they couldn't do it yet, because the trying
and failing was a delightful process rife with nystery and hope. Success woul d
end the mystery and prom se, and end that aspect of their relationship, and
that woul d have its sadness. So perhaps they were not trying too hard, after
all. Actually they were able to go through the notions in human form but that
had no significance; only wolf formcounted. Bitches often did it with human
men just for sport; sometines they were even able to fool the nmen into
believing that they were human wonen. It was a good test of their ability to
enul ate the conventions as well as the body of that species. They always had a
good | augh when the nen finally caught on. Sonetimes the men | aughed too.

The sieges were set up, and the Translucent Adept made a spell that enabled
themto see the action as a magic i mage over the isle. They watched the
har pi es beat the bats, thanks to the valiant final action of Phoebe. They knew
she didn't really want to win, but had to try her best as a matter of honor
and she had done that and brought the victory she deplored. They had seen the
'corns beat the ogres thanks to the stratagem of Barel's dam Fleta, and that
was highly gratifying. Barel had been so proud of her

But meanwhil e cane the news of the simlar contests in Proton-frame. Nepe kept
Barel inforned, and sone of it was very bad. Nepe's rovot

gr anddanmgr andbi t ch?—no, grandnot her—soneti nes she got the various terns
confused! -had duel ed agai nst the Adept—o, the Citizen Purple, riding dragons,
and in the end gone down. It really hadn't been fair, because they were

Purpl e's dragons; naturally they had seen to his victory. Then Nepe's rovot
friend Troubot had clinbed the glass nountain, throwi ng water bonbs at the

| ovely bitch Tsetse—eh what fun!—-and won the siege. After that Barel had used
the bit of magic he was allowed to fashion water balls, and they had
re-enacted it, throwing balls at each other in trees. Sirel wondered whet her
her human form woul d ever approach the |ushness of Tsetse's. Unicorns could
assune other forms, and make of them what they wi shed, so they were always
powerful or esthetic or whatever else the 'corn wanted, but werewol ves were
nore |imted because both their fornms were natural. It was simlar with the
vampire bats. So she would just have to nake do with what she had, and hope
for the best.

Then had cone the contest between Nepe's nother Agape and the awful Tan

Adept —Fan Citi zen—wherein they had to nake efforts to mate in nuch the fashion
Sirel and Barel had. But there were differences. For one thing. Agape was
permanently mated to Nepe's father Bane, so didn't want to do it with Tan. For
another, it was a contest, with one wishing to nate and the ot her opposed, and
so they had to negotiate. Barel and Sirel both found this process fascinating.
But because there was no heat—+t seemed that human bei ngs had sone ot her and

| ess certain nechani smfor breedi ng—othing had cone of it at first. But then
at the end Agape nust have conme into heat after all—perhaps because she was
really an alien creature—and Tan had cone at her |ike any male who w nded an
available female in heat, and done it. In truth, it hadn't |ooked |ike very
much fun for Agape, perhaps because in acceding to it she lost the siege.

So now t he eneny side had won two of the three Proton conflicts. That neant
they got the Oracle and the service of Mach or Bane to use it in connection
with the Book of Magic in Phaze. There was only one chance to stop them and
that was to have Stile's side win the final siege in Phaze. Then the eneny
woul d not have access to the Book, and would not be able to make the powerful
magi ¢ that woul d enable themto prevail in their framne.

And that was why the wolves had to win agai nst the goblins! They were the |ast
good hope.



Al of which led to the present need for Sirel noba to rejoin her Pack
Kurrel gyre needed every wolf for this greatest of sieges, even the cubs!

"So nust needs | |eave thee, Onine oath-friend," she said tearfully. "But
when this be done, then will it change."
"Well | know it, beloved bitch," he agreed, hugging her. "I will watch thine

every notion, hoping thy presence dost nake the difference."

They separated. She wal ked to the edge of the isle."! be ready to go, O
Adept!" she call ed.

Transl ucent's bi g water bubble appeared. "Aye, pup; | will conjure thee nowto
t hy Pack."

There was a splash around her, and she felt a wench. Then the water faded
into fog, and the fog di ssipated, and she was standi ng outside of the old
pal ace of the Oracle. The Oracle was no |onger there, because it had been
nmoved to Proton-frame, but the pal ace renai ned.

She changed to wolf formand Iifted her nose to sniff the wi nd. Sure enough
she caught the m xed scent of the Pack nearby. She |oped toward it, and soon
was in the circle of wol ves.

She trotted up to Kurrelgyre. "Pack Leader, | be reporting for service with
the Pack," she growmed. In grow-talk it was nore of an attitude and sniffing
of noses, but the essence was precise.

He growl ed assent, and dism ssed her. This, too, was Pack protocol. Now she
was free to rejoin her companions. In a noment she was frisking with Fore
(now Forelno!) and Terel, sniffing noses and tails and grow ing reunion

t okens. Her absence fromthem had not been |ong as such things went, but it
was her first, and suddenly she felt its inpact. It had been fun wth

Barel nosi, and she had regretted leaving him but it was fun with her Pack and
oat h-friends too.

Later Kurrel gyre sunmoned her for a private conference. He assumed manform so
she assumed girl form

He asked her about the isle and what she had noted of the activities of the
Transl ucent Adept, and she reported all that she could renenber. Then he
surprised her. "Sirelnoba, thou willst participate in the strategy session in
t he norning."

"I ?" she asked, astonished. "But | be but a pup!”

"Aye. Thou be not yet grown. In human-gui se thou be very like a gobliness.”

Her human eyes rounded. Small, like a lady goblin! She might infiltrate the
goblin ranks and get the flag!

"Nay, not exactly," he said. "Thou willst try for the flag, aye, but from

hi di ng, while others distract. But an they see thee, then mayhap they wll not
realize thy nature. This be dangerous; be thou ready to risk it?"

"Aye."

"Cone to the session."

"Aye," she repeated faintly.



"Bruit this not about; we fear goblin ears.™
"Aye," she said once nore.

That was it. Awed by the inportance of her m ssion, she changed back to cub
formand returned to her friends. But all she could tell themwas that she had
been told to report to the strategy session

The Pack strategy, it turned out, was direct and brutal. The main body of

wol ves woul d attack the goblins, attenpting to take out as many as possible so
that few would remain to defend the red flag. Meanwhile Sirel would circle
around behind the flag, hide under a bush, and wait. Wen she saw an
opportunity she would assune girlformand walk slowy up and take the flag and
hide it in her clothing. Then she woul d wal k back the way she had come and

hi de agai n, concentrating on conceal ment rather than speed. |If the goblins

di scovered her, she would assunme wolf formand run for it.

Sirel, uncertain, asked what woul d happen if she got caught. "I mean, who will
carry the flag, then?"

The wol ves consi dered. Then they assigned her oath-friends to this m ssion

al so: Forelnmo would | ead, Sirel noba would foll ow when he had found a safe way,
and Terel would follow her and nove up if Sirel were taken out. Meanwhile
Terel would nount rear guard. The object of all of themwas to remain
unobserved, and to do what they had to to get Sirel to the flag.

"Mark well," Kurrelgyre grow ed, "the harpies used a simlar ploy 'gainst the
bats; the goblins will be on guard. But by simlar token, they will assune we
will not be so foolish as to try a known ploy. Ye three will masquerade as

goblins, as the harpies could not, and that be the key we hope enables you to
succeed. Only small folk can do this; otherwi se we would ne'er put a pup at
such risk. Now when this session be o'er, cone to nme, that | may guard you
from observation while you practice the goblin ways. Say naught el sewhere.™

They were glad to agree, appreciating the inportance of secrecy. The Pack
Leader had ways of guaranteeing privacy that others did not. If the gobs got
any whiff of this, the ploy would be useless; the three of them would be
anbushed and di spatched i medi ately.

After the main strategy was determ ned, the wolves discussed the likely goblin
effort. CGoblins were sneaky creatures, sure to come up with bad tricks, and
these had to be anticipated. One of the bitches, Homirila, had been at one
time a captive of goblins; they had tortured her and forced her to assune
worman form as an object for their lust. She had in due course escaped by using
her dull human teeth to gnaw t hrough her bonds; the goblins had not expected
that. She had returned to the Pack battered in body and spirit, and with an

i npl acabl e hatred for goblins. But she also had a thorough know edge of their
ways. She had nmade it a point to range out alone and kill stray goblins, each
kill being only a pittance of vengeance, but all she could do to mitigate her
mal ai se of spirit.

Now she expl ained the Iikely goblin organization and approach. They woul d be
armed with small spears and clubs, and each would have a knife. Sone woul d
have had military training, having served on one of their nore disciplined
canpai gns, and those woul d be the organizers. They were tough little fighters,
fearless in conbat, but tended to dissolve into nobs, each intent on grabbing



oot for himself. Their fenmales were relatively gentle and often quite pretty
in the human style; these woul d be assi gned nonconbat duties as far as
possi bl e.

The goblins were good at tunneling, seenming to have some magi c that
facilitated this. It was Homirila's judgnment that they would try to tunnel to
the blue flag, and draw it under, collapsing the tunnel behind so that pursuit
was awkward. But they would surely try any other stratagens they could devise,
and the wol ves would have to be constantly alert. "Ne'er assunme a gob is dead
unl ess you have killed him" she warned. "Bite one and he will scream and fal
and lie still—+hen stab you when you turn away. Stay clear o' any bodies, or
dunp themin a ditch and guard it. No gob can be trusted, living or dead."

They decided to forma disposal crew that would follow after the fighters, and
use spears to stab any dead gobs, then would haul themto a central depot and
guard them That way they woul d be sure, and not be trapped by gobs feigning
death. If they got all the goblins in that pile, fine; then the red flag would
be vul nerabl e.

"I believe we can take them" Homrila concluded, "if we fall not into one o
their traps. Care be the watchword; take tine and take naught for granted, and
forge a slow victory."

The session broke up. The three cubs remained for their special instruction
This was done by Homirila, who showed them how to fashion goblin garb and
darken their manform skins to goblin hue. Forelno had to practice grimacing,
and to add covers to his ears to make them huge and ugly, and fluff his hair
out wild to nake his head | ook bi g enough and put on special shoes that
resenbl ed the gross goblin feet. The bitches had | ess trouble, being nuch nore
i ke gob worren, but did have to pad out their shirts to | ook grown-breasted.

"But will they not know us for non-tribesmen?" Sirel asked. "Their group be
not much | arger than ours—

"Three tinmes ours, in nunbers," Kurrel gyre said. "They deemthree gobs to be
equal to one wolf, and it behooves us not to question that, |est they increase
t he nunber."

"E'en so," Sirel persisted, "they should know their own, as we do. W know al
o' ours, and many o' other Packs, and many 'corns and bats too, and sone
el ves. The gobs be not stupid |ike ogres."

"Needs nust | explain," Honmirila said. "Gobs be not |ike decent fol k. They be
creatures o' annoyance, ire and hate. They band together because they hate al
others worse than they hate other goblins, but it be an uneasy association

Al too readily goblin males fight goblin nmales, and gob wonen are fair gane
for erotic pursuit, whether they will or nay. It be a point o' pride that gobs
o' both genders have no friends and few acquai ntances; all others they detest.
Their cubs are cursed into grudgi ng obedi ence, and | eave their dans early as
they can. There be no families; offspring be fromrape, coercion, deception
or, if all else fails, seduction.”

"Deception?" Terel asked, norbidly intrigued.

"Gob girls be e'er naive and hopeful. They want to think that a gob man be
decent inside, and that his viol ence and bad manner be but a show So when one
says he loves a girl, an only she give hima suitable time, she believes, and
gives himthat tinme. That may endure till he forget hinself and revert to



normal, and start hitting her. But by that tine she may be gravid. Mstly they
bother not; a male sinply threatens her with a bashing an she not do for him
or he bash her anyway so she can resist not. Before long the girl cones onto
the truth, that there be no good in any gob nale, and that be her initiation

i nto womanhood. Thereafter she avoi ds mal es when she can, and submits when she
has to, that she be not beat on too badly. But by that time, too, she has
little use for any other o' her species, and be as isolated as the mal es. Nay,
an ye three look like goblins, and |ike young ones, none will challenge."

Sirel exchanged gl ances with Terel and Forelno. Al three were appalled. What
an awful curse it was to be a goblin!

But maybe the bitch exaggerated. After all, she had had bad experience wth
goblins. Still, she was their expert on the matter. They had to hope she was
right, so that their m ssion had a chance.

"Now, an a gob nale conme at thee— Honmirila said to Sirel

"But will he not mistake nme for one o' theirs?" she asked, hoping she
m sunder st ood the thrust of this advice.

"That be what | nmean. He will seek sex with thee, if he be not hard-pressed by
wol ves at the nonent. An it be private, snmle at him |et himenbrace thee,
then stab himin the stomach, thusly." She whi pped a knife out froma sheath
hi dden under her skirt and stabbed upward in a gutting notion

"But | can do that not!" she protested.

"Aye thou canst, cub! Think o' it as a nere aninmal kill. Remenber, all deaths
be for the duration o' the siege only, nore's the pity. It be our purpose to
di spatch all the gobs we can, that their nunber be insufficient to defend
their flag at the end. E ery little stab hel ps!"

Sirel had to acknow edge the validity of that. She had to be prepared to kil
creatures who did not seemlike ani nals.

"But an it be public, this be nore o' a problem" the bitch continued.

Sirel understood why. |If other goblins saw her kill one of them they would
know her for an eneny. But if she did not resist..

"Avoid him" the bitch continued. "Sidestep as he reaches for thee. An he
pursue thee, flee. This be what the goblin | assies do. Lead himto a private
pl ace, then do as before. But an there be no private place, an he catch thee,
stare himin the face and say 'Wat be nmy paynment?' He will profess outrage at
the notion; gobs like plundering the wealth o' others, not yielding up their
own. Then say 'But Sl ackjaw paid me with a magic anulet! Be thou not his

mat ch?' An he be not diverted by this, and seeks to ravish thee regardl ess,
call to the nearest other nmale gob and cry 'Canst stand by and watch ne be
ravi shed by this dullard, when thou dost be the one | hanker for?' Then in the
ensui ng quarrel, sneak away."

Sirel was inpressed and appalled. She realized that if she got killed, she
woul d recover after the siege—but what if she got raped? She wasn't sure that

could be undone. After all, she had not yet had her first heat. Her notions
with Barel had been tentative and gentle; this would hardly be the case here.
A successful masquerade could still put her in jeopardy!

They perfected their costumes, then reverted to wolf form Now when they
changed, they would be conplete with costunme and knives. They would remain in



wol f formuntil the siege, so that no spy woul d know.

Next day was the siege. Kurrelgyre and his senior bitch went out to nake
contact with the goblin chief. At their return, the action conmenced. Severa
wol ves bounded forward, zig-zagging so as to nmake poor targets. They were met
by a nunber of thrown rocks, but the goblins were no ogres; nost of the rocks
m ssed, and those that struck were not very damagi ng. The wol ves | anded anong
them and started tearing flesh

Meanwhi | e, other wolves in manform used bows to pick off any goblins they saw
exposed. Before long the front region was clear, and the bitches on the

body- hauling crew went out to collect the goblin corpses. Sure enough, some of
the gobs weren't dead; a bitch got stabbed when she bent over one. Homirila's
war ni ng had been apt!

Meanwhi |l e other bitches |istened at the ground. Here, too, the warning was
apt: in due course they heard the sounds of deep tunneling. It was proceeding
at a measured but adequate rate toward the blue flag. Well, there would be a
wel com ng party when that tunnel broached the surface!

The three cubs saw these activities only in passing. They faded back
pretending to be searching for hidden goblins, but actually working their way
out of sight so they could nmake their long circuit to the rear of the goblin
flag. They knew that the goblins' main effort, the tunnel, would take tine,
just as the wolves' main effort of gob destruction would. They did not have to
hurry, only to hide. Still, they felt urgency, |est some surprise cost their
side the siege before they had a chance to conplete their mssion

They had ranged the terrain in advance, of course, and well knew the |ay of

it. They had narked the places where goblins could hide. The gobs woul d be

wat ching for an encirclenent, and there were certain key spots for this. These
were the tricky ones to navigate.

The first was a ravine that ran fromwlf to gob territory. Beyond it was an
open plateau leading to the big | ake; no cover there. Inside it was a
thicketed dirt bank that was so obviously suitable for goblin tunneling that
no wol f dared go near it. So the ravine was the route to use—and there woul d
surely be a goblin guarding it. Perhaps two. But not many, because the goblins
could not spare a great nunber for the outlying regions, while the nmain action
was in the center. There was a faint snell of goblin, so the region was
suspect.

The pups were prepared. Terel had a small bow, with which she was facile in
girlform She crawed in the brush beyond the bank on the near side of the
gully. When she was in place, Forel in wlf formleaped into the gully at its
origin and raced straight along its deepening center. |If he got through, Sirel
would follow If not—

A goblin popped out of a hole in the top of the bank. He drew back his arm
about to hurl a stone down into the gully.

Terel fired her arrow It struck through the goblin's back. The goblin
col | apsed.

Forel continued on down the Iength of the ravine w thout other event. It
seened that one goblin was all the eneny had been able to spare for this. Ws
he truly dead? Sirel wasn't sure, but knew that they would not be returning
this way, so it probably didn't matter. She set off in wolf form follow ng
Forel's trail.



The goblin did not stir as she passed him He was either dead or too canny to
nmove while Terel covered himfrom behind. Sirel got through unscathed, and
joined Forel in the cover of a tree. Forel had sniffed the vicinity and was
assured that no goblins were near

In a noment Terel arrived, having changed back to wolf formand followed their
trail. "Dead," she growed. "In hole." Obviously she had verified it, and

haul ed the gob back into his hole so that the body was hidden. That was good,
because it meant that there would be no report of their passage. O course if
anot her goblin cane and found the dead one, there would be a suspicion, but by
then it might well be too |ate.

One hurdl e down. The next was a thickly forested section that was sure to be
m ned with goblins. Indeed the snell was there; goblins would be hiding in
several trees, ready to attack any wolf who tried to pass.

Now the three changed to their human forns. They | ooked exactly like three
goblins. They had rehearsed for this too, but Sirel was weak-human-kneed about
the ploy's chance for success.

Terel set up in the bushes near the trees, her bow ready. Forel stood and
wal ked boldly toward the trees, naking no effort at all to hide. "Hey, any

wolves in here?" he called. "I'Il bash 'em"”

"Shut up, nut!" a goblin called fromthe foliage above. "You'll ruin the
ambush! "

"Aw, they'll ne'er get this far!" Forel asserted.

Now Sirel wal ked up. Forel whirled on her. "Hey, that's for me!" he cried,
starting toward her.

Sirel dodged behind a tree. "I be coming only to relieve the guards o' the
flag!" she protested. "Ml est nme not, oaf!"

"Ha- ha! What | plan be not nolestation, just fan!" He pursued her around the
tree.

Sirel fled through the forest, in the direction of the flag. There were
assorted chortles fromthe trees; evidently the anmbushers considered this nere
good sport. Forel was gaining on her; by the tine she reached the cover of the
bushes of an overgrown gl ade, he was al nost upon her

But as they dived into the bushes, they changed back to their wolf forns. They
had made it! The ruse had worked! They were through w thout suspicion

Could Terel make it al so? They waited anxiously.

Soon they heard a commotion fromthe forest. "Mnel" "Nay, mne!" Then a
scream

Sirel shuddered. Terel had not nade it. The ambush goblins, perhaps excited by
the notion of chasing femal es, had pounced on the next one that showed, and
Terel had been unable to escape. She nmust have stabbed one—but there had been
nore than one, and no chance to play them off agai nst each other. WAs Tere
dead or raped?

At any rate, their rear guard was gone. Terel had done well, but now they were
two. They coul d not pause for regrets.



The flag was not far ahead. They crept to cover near it and watched.

It was guarded by several goblin maidens. They chatted and tittered and tossed
flowers at each other in the manner of maidens everywhere, seem ng to have not
a care in the frane. But each had a knife in her garter, and there were surely
many nmales within hailing distance. One screamwould bring a convergence.

Sirel knew better than to try to pass for a gobliness anong these; the nales
over| ooked details because of their unbridled lust, but these girls would
know. She had to wait for her opportunity.

Ti me passed. The distant clanor of battle cane closer. The goblin defense was
understrength, because of the nunber being used in the tunneling, so it was
hardly surprising that the wol ves were maki ng progress. But Kurrel gyre was not
depending on that to win the flag; he was depending on Sirel. She had to have
the patience to do it correctly, and that nmeant waiting, no nmatter what el se
happened.

Suddenly three wol ves burst into sight, running for the flag. They had won
t hrough! The goblin nai dens saw t hem and screaned.

Then six turf-lids popped up, a goblin head showing in each hole. Six snall
spears flew at the wolves, who could not avoid them at such cl ose range. Al
three were struck and wounded.

The goblins scranbled out of their holes, drawing their sharp little knives.
The wounded wol ves fought, snapping viciously, but each was beset by two
goblins, and already bl eeding. The action was fierce and brief. Then four
goblins and all three wolves |ay dead, and the remai ning two goblins staggered
away, i njured.

The mai dens went to the goblins, checking the dead and attending to the
[iving.

Then a wol f in manform burst through, armed with a bow. He put an arrow

t hrough one goblin, and was aimng at the other when two of the girls | eaped
at him their knives flashing. He got the arrow off, and the remaining male
di ed, but then he went down under the stabs of the girls. He changed to wolf
formand snapped at them and both girls screaned as the sharp teeth tore
their tender flesh.

Then a third girl ran across with a club. She smashed it down on the wolfs
head with all her strength, and he went quiet.

Sirel knew that Forel could have taken out that third maiden with one of his
arrows, and perhaps saved the wolf. But that woul d have reveal ed his presence,
and that was forbidden. He had had to exercise the discipline of his mssion
and watch one of his own Pack brothers be killed.

Now only two gob girls remained to guard the flag. Sirel considered. Surely
t here woul d soon be replacenments for the lost girls, because that flag was
i mportant. Now m ght be her best opportunity.

She assumed her gobliness formand wal ked toward the flag. "I be here to

repl ace— She paused, as if just now spying the bodies. She screaned,
emul ating the manner of the others.

But one of the girls was not fool ed. "How came thee fromthe other direction?"
she denmanded. "G ve me the code word!"

Code word? Sirel had not anticipated this!



The girl drew her knife. "Say it now, or we skewer thee!" These were not,
Sirel now knew, quite as innocent or gentle as she had been led to expect.
What was she to do?

She drew her own knife. "Say it thyself! | answer not to theel™

But the second gobliness was approaching fromthe other side, her knife also
drawn. "All answer to us, here. Methinks thou dost be a spy!"

Then the first girl |eaped and fell, an arrow protrudi ng fromher back. Fore
had struck.

Sirel whirled on the other, her own knife flashing. The gobliness, startled by
the fall of her conpanion, was slow to counter, and Sirel's knife plunged into
her chest. She sighed and col | apsed, |ooking so woebegone that Sirel felt
horribly guilty. She wanted to stop and try to help the girl, but she
renmenbered two things: her nmission, and the warning about supposedly dead
goblins. She turned away.

An arrow swi shed by her. Was Forel firing at heri Then sonething touched her

| eg, behind. She junped and turned—and found the stabbed gobliness, fallen on
her face, her armoutstretched, knife still in hand. Forel had caught her with
the arrow as she tried to stab Sirel in the back. She had i ndeed not been
quite dead! She had pretended to be nore grievously wounded than she was, so
as to put Sirel off guard, and it had worked. Except for Forel's alertness.

Sirel went up to the flag. She clinbed the tree and took it down. But as she
touched the ground, another goblin appeared. H's nouth opened—and Forel's
third arrow smashed into that open nouth and through the head.

Sirel tucked the flag out of sight in her clothing. She wal ked by Forel's
bush. "W nust go!" she whi spered.

"Thou rmust wal k, masqueradi ng," he whispered back. "I will follow conceal ed
and guard thee."

She nodded. It was the best way. She had the flag, but she was not yet out of
the goblin region. The | onger she could pass for a gobliness, the better

She wal ked back toward the region of the blue flag. All around were the bodies
of wol ves and of goblins; the carnage was horrible. She was glad that this was
a siege and not a real battle; it certainly |ooked real

A goblin staggered back fromthe front. "Mre troops! Mre troops!" he gasped,

seeing Sirel. "They anbushed the tunnel; we took awful |osses! All's |ost
unl ess—=
"Let me bandage that arm" she said, realizing that she still had a part to

play. She bent to rip the material of a dead gob's shirt, to nake a bandage.
The goblin would not suspect her of being a wolf, this way!

"No time!" he protested. "Got to put in our reserves!"”

"The ones guarding the flag are dead," she said. "Wl ves broke through. There
was a terrible fight, and the wol ves are dead, but so are the goblins."

He sagged. "Then all be lost." Then he | ooked nore closely at her, as she
approached himwith a strip of cloth. "In which case, mght as well have sone
fun." He grabbed for her



Qops! Maybe she had played it too well. "WAit, let me bandage thee first!
Thi ne arm-=

"Bandage ne second," he said, catching hold of her with his good arm wth
surprising strength. He bore her back against a tree, crowding close.

Then he sagged. An arrow had sprouted from his back. Forel had struck yet
agai n.

But the delay had been critical. Now nore gobs were straggling back fromthe
front. "Hey, |ook what we got!" one cried, seeing Sirel

"Change and run!" Forel cried. "I will hold them here!™

She didn't argue; she knew they woul d catch her, rape her, and soon discover
her nature and kill her, in the process stopping her ploy with the flag. She
assuned wolf form and | eaped away to the side, seeking the cover of brush.

"Wl f! Wl f!" the goblins cried, recovering excitenent. "Catch the bitch!"

But the first to start after her was felled by an arrow. The others whirl ed at
this new nenace. Mich as they liked raping girls of any species, they liked
living nore. As Sirel reached the brush, she saw themclosing in on Forel who,
retai ning manform was nethodically putting arrows through them But she knew
his supply was linmted; he had al ready expended several in the course of
guardi ng her. There were too many gobs; they would get himand kill him So it
was that Forel sacrificed hinmself to spring her free, and she had no choice
but to accept.

She burst through to the wolf section of the range. Here the gob tunne
debouched. Goblins lay all around, and there was a huge pile of themin the
depot; evidently in the end there had been too nany bodies for the cleanup
crew to drag, so they had been left. A few wolves were |icking their wounds,
getting ready to resune duty.

She | ooked to the blue flag—and it was gone! The gobs nust have gotten it! But
they had not brought it back to their own flag. It nmust be sonmewhere in
bet ween.

She assumed girlform "Were be the flag?" she called to the nearest wol f.

He | ooked at her—and growl ed. Suddenly all the few wolves of the vicinity were
grow i ng, coming for her

"Wait!" she cried. "This be but a costune. | be no gob girl!" She changed back
to wolf form to prove it.

They rel axed. One of themturned out to be Kurrel gyre. He was wounded, but
could still fight. "Didst get it?"

"Aye!" she said, returning to girlformand pulling out the red flag.

"One got our flag, but we killed him" he said. "W were resting, naking ready
for the final effort. But now, with thy success— He rel axed, and she saw t hat
his injuries were worse than they had seened at first. He had been putting on
a brave show, and was near collapse. "There, across the field," he said,

si nki ng down as he pointed.

Now she saw the dead gob. The blue flag was clutched in his hand. The wol ves



had not been allowed to touch it, of course, so it remni ned there where he had
fallen. Qbviously this had been a near thing!

She reached the body, and extended the captive red flag. Victory!

The dead gob came to life. He snatched up a dagger that had been hi dden
beneath him and plunged it into her belly. Then, as she fell back, shocked,

not yet feeling the pain, he bashed her hand so that the red flag fell out. He
jamred the blue flag on top of it! "Victory!" he cried

The final goblin trick had been so obvious—and it had worked. If only she had
renenbered to make sure he was dead! She had | abored so hard, only to cast it
away so foolishly.

The gong sounded. The siege was over—and the goblins had won. The eneny had
won two of three sieges, just as in Proton-frane. Sirel's anguish was worse
than the pain in her body.

16
Purpl e

Citizen Purple did not waste tine performng any jig of joy. He had been

pl anni ng and organi zi ng t hroughout, and now with the victories in both frames
he had to act with speed and authority. Wat he did in these few hours could
determine the fate of the frames for the next generation

First he summoned Tsetse. Qthers had assumed that it was nmere |ust that had
caused himto appropriate her services, but they were only half right. Lust
was the cover for her potential useful ness in other respects.

She entered his office, as luscious as ever. "Sir?" she inquired hesitantly.
She had been subdued since | osing her contest, and he had not reassured her
She feared she woul d be puni shed.

"The situation has turned to our favor," he said. "Your little msstep with
the machine turned out not to be critical."
"Yes, sir." Now she was al nost sure she was about to be punished; she was
mai nt ai ning as brave a front as she was able, but she was trenbling.

"I believe there remains a place for you in this organization, but under
probation. You will have to prove yourself."

"Anything, sir!" she exclainmed, pitifully eager. She thought he was going to
conme up with sone new and strenuous sexual activity. Al in good tine.

"I want you to take a package to Citizen Translucent, for delivery to his
hands only, in strict privacy, wthout delay."

"I nredi ately, sir!"

"And when you return, bring the child here. | believe you know her personally;
she should trust you."

"Nepe? | put her on the shuttle four years ago, when she— She broke off,
realizing that this too m ght be construed to her disfavor

He rai sed an eyebrow. "Continue."



"When she went into hiding," she finished reluctantly.

"So you were involved in her disappearance. It seens fitting that you should
be involved in her reappearance. Bring her to ne."

"But sir, Ctizen Transl ucent—

Purple frowned. "Am | nistaken? | had understood that you w shed to redeem
yoursel f for past indiscretions."

"l do, sir! But if Citizen Translucent does not release the child—

Purpl e waved a hand negligently. "Have no concern. He will not object to your
t aki ng her."
"Yes, sir." Geatly relieved, she accepted the package he gave her, and

departed with alacrity.

Purple smled. The package contai ned a gas bonb that woul d detonate five
seconds after Translucent's contact triggered it. It would render him
unconsci ous for four hours or nore depending on his health. Tsetse would be
appalled to see himfall, but would realize that she woul d be bl amed unl ess
she made a quick exit. Further, she would have to have protecti on—which nmeant
Purple himself. So she would have to win his favor by bringing himthe brat.
Tsetse was certainly going to earn her keep

Meanwhi l e, he had to set up for the next stage: possession of the Oracle.
Citizen Translucent was slated to take it fromGCitizen Blue in three hours,
but Translucent would prove to be indisposed. Citizen Purple would do it

i nst ead.

Soon his various mnions were doing their things; Purple had planned for this
coup for some time. He had been grudgingly content to let Translucent carry it
hitherto, because the job was getting done, but he distrusted the other
Citizen's long-range intentions. Translucent was too apt to be generous to his
opposition, and that only set up problens for the future.

A call came in. He accepted it immediately, knowing its nature.

Tsetse's face showed. "Sir, | have Nepe. But we are pursued, and | can't get
t hr ough. "

"On the way," Purple said, gratified. Hi s nonitor showed that the call was
froma privacy stall, the natural place for a woman to hide. This was a matter
to cover personally.

He plunged into his transport and barked coordinates. The craft passed through
the wall and into the Gtizen network.

In noments he was there, opposite the stall. He stepped out—+o0 encounter
several android servitors. "Qut of ny way, vermn!" he snapped.

"But sir, our charge has been ki dnapped," one protested. "Qur enployer's
resi dence was rai ded—

"Way do you think I"mhere, idiot? | will take care of this matter. Return to
your stations."

The androi ds, confused, could not stand up to a Citizen. They retreated. It
woul d have been another story, had Translucent been conscious, but of course



he wasn't. "Tsetsel" he called. "Step across to ny carriage, quickly, with the
child."

Tsetse enmerged, tow ng Nepe, who | ooked frightened. They entered his carriage,
as a human serf ran up. "Sir, please wait! There has been—

Purpl e stepped into the carriage hinself, and the door closed. "Hone!"

Nepe's eyes focused on him "You did this!" she flared. "It wasn't a serf
revolt!"

So that was what Tsetse had told the child, to gain her imedi ate cooperation
"Very nice," he nurnured.

"You' re kidnapping nme fromCitizen Translucent!" the child continued.

He did not bother to deny it. The girl was quiet, evidently smart enough to
realize when protest would be counterproductive

Soon they arrived back at his protected offices. "Take her to the sports
room" he told Tsetse as the carriage door opened. "Keep her happy."

Tsetse took the child by the hand and |l ed her to the roomnormally reserved
for entertainments of a nore adult nature. The wonan was now as rmuch a captive
as the child, because she had attacked a Citizen and woul d be subject to
reprisal the nonent she left Purple' s protection. The fact that she had not
known the nature of the package hardly mattered; she had perpetrated the act.
Once Translucent had fallen she had been | ost—dnl ess she won her way back to
Purple's office and his favor. Yes, this had worked out very nicely.

For the child was a vital key. Translucent's intent had been to utilize Bane
and Mach, as before, to establish contact between the franmes. He woul d have
returned the child to her parents, know ng that Bane and Mach woul d honor the
terns of the agreenment. Citizen Blue had lost, and so had the Adept Stile; the
power of the franes was now to be transferred.

But Bane and Mach were unreliable; they had becone too assertive, and their
synmpat hy had now been openly given to the other side. They woul d be seeking
ways to reverse the situation, w thout actually breaking their word. That was
danger ous, because in time they mght find such a way. Perhaps a potion that
woul d distort the judgnent of soneone who inadvertently took it. Such things
exi sted; he had used them on others on occasion

Potion. That gave hima notion. Maybe it would be better to tane the child
i medi ately, so that her word could be added to his when the Oracle was
transferred. Yes, that should keep the opposition off balance, until it was
too late.

He rose and went to the sports room Tsetse and Nepe were watching a romantic
holo. Interesting, the way the tastes of bright child and not-too-bright young
woman coi nci ded.

The hol o faded out as he approached Nepe. "I believe it is time for us to cone
to an understanding,"” he said. "Let ne explain ny intent."

Child and woman turned to face him both attentive, neither rel axed.

"I mean to use you, Nepe, to contact Phaze," he said. "Instead of your father
or uncle. | believe you will prove to be a nore responsive tool. Are you
prepared to cooperate in this?"



The child was forthright. "No."
"Suppose | make you a bit unconfortabl e?"

"No good. You know you can't hurt ne or even bruise ne, because it'll show and
you'll be discredited. Nobody respects a child beater."

How delightfully sharp she was! "I do not nmean to beat you."

"Then 1I'Il never cooperate!"

"I think you will." Purple wal ked to a desk, opened a drawer whose | ock was
coded to his touch, and brought out a round netal device. He raised it so that

she could see it. "Do you know what this is?"

"A lethargy box," she said.

"Can you guess to whomit is tuned?"

TV

She was bol d enough! But of course she had had years of experience with
Citizens as "Troubot,"” the information machine, so had | ost her fear of them

Al to the good. "You know what it will do to you?"

"Put me to sleep, or just slow ne down, depending on the setting. But that's
no good; it won't change ny nind."

"Allow ne to denonstrate how it will change your mnd." He turned on the box.

Nepe's snmall frane sagged somewhat; she no | onger had surplus energy, because
the field generated by the box depressed her nervous system sapping her
control. The effect was painless and harm ess; indeed, such devices were
commonly used to facilitate sl eeping.

But she still could speak. "I still won't do your bidding, Purp."

Now to throw a genuine scare into her. Because she had seen Citizens in
action, she knew how few their limtations were. She woul d assunme the worst.
"Tsetse, put her on the desk, on hands and knees."

The wonman caught on. "But she's a child, sir!"

He turned a cold eye on her. "You have notions of your own, serf?"

Tsetse swal |l owed, then went to nove the child. She took Nepe by the hand and
pul l ed, and the child wal ked al ong as urged. Then Tsetse picked her up
somewhat clunsily by the wai st and heaved her to the desk. In due course Nepe
was on her hands and knees, her bare posterior toward the Citizen

"You have an idea what conmes next?" he asked her

"Ml estation,” she said succinctly.

She had i ndeed assuned the worst—but she did not seemfrightened. Ctizen
Purpl e had few scrupl es about the means he used to achieve his ends, but he

had never had any sexual hankering for children. He would have to make this a
good bl uf f.



"It is readily avoided," he said, putting a hand on her little buttock. "You
can have a perfectly pleasant life here, as long as you cooperate in the
matter of the frames."

"My father will kill you as soon as he learns."

"Now how woul d he | earn?" Purple inquired

"Broken hymen." But her defiance was losing its conviction. Not a nonent too
soon! He had al ready played his trunmp card.

"You will learn that this can be done without touching your hymen," he said,
stroking her bottom "Nothing will show but you will know, won't you? You
won't enjoy it, but you will know. "

"Sir—= Tsetse said.
He cut her off with a dark glance. Wy didn't the confounded child break?

"I won't tell," Nepe said. "And I won't contact Flach."

It just wasn't working. He would have to try another tack. "Tsetse, orient the
canera."

Rel uctantly the woman brought the portable hol o canera.

"Can you guess to whomthis recording will be sent?" he inquired.

The child didn't answer.

Wll, he just had to hope that the threats had nore inmpact than they seened
to. The child was tougher than he had figured. He definitely wanted her on his
t ean

"This is nerely a warning," he said. "You will cooperate, or you will
experi ence things that please neither you nor your relatives. | want you to
t hink about this until | return.”

He turned off the | ethargy box and depart ed.

He cl osed the door behind him then went to his main desk. The i mage of Nepe
was on the screen; she was constantly under surveillance. The portable canera
was a dumry. Now he woul d see whether his little denonstration had been
effective.

"How can you go along with this. Tsetse?" the child was asking as she cli nmbed
down of f the desk.

The wonan | ooked niserable. "I can not oppose him | did not know he was goi ng
to use me this way, but I can't stop him | beg you, do as he says, so he
won't hurt you!"

That was exactly what he had wanted her to say. Tsetse, fortunately, was not
bri ght enough to see through his ploy.

"Win't you help me escape?" the child asked, toying with the | ethargy box.

"I dare not! Even if | did, everything is guarded! You can not escape this
chanber without his authorization. Neither can I!"



"I thought you' d feel that way,
the setting.

Nepe said. She turned on the box and changed

Tset se sagged. Nepe had been smart enough to know that there were a nunber of
settings, and that each person in the vicinity had a setting except the
Citizen. She had retuned it to Tsetse.

Purple struck the air with one fist, jubilantly. The child was taking the
bai t!

Nepe wal ked around the desk and took Tsetse by the hand.

The wonman foll owed where [ ed, unresisting. "Lie down here," she said, bringing
her to the couch. "Sleep. You have no pan in this."

Tsetse lay down and cl osed her eyes. Al nost imediately, she was breathing in
t he regul ar cadence of sleep

Nepe had evidently already explored the chanber, for she showed no hesitation
She pulled a light chair to the wall under an air circulation vent, and stood
on it. Now she could just reach high enough to catch the grille with the
fingers of one hand.

She remai ned there, the hand cl asping the netal strips. Slowy her body

di ssol ved. Her |legs and feet becane bl obs of flesh that were drawn up into the
main mass. Her other hand nelted into that nmass. Then a bolus of flesh noved
up the hanging armand to the grille. It worked its way through. Another bol us
rose, passing simlarly beyond the nesh.

In due course. Purple knew, all of the child' s body would be inside the air
tube, and the single hand, |eft behind, would hand, |eft behind, would let go
and di sappear into the rest. Then the blob would elongate |ike a snail and
travel on up through the tube.

He smiled. Nepe had not disappointed him Had she really thought he was
foolish enough to forget her nature? Rape was of course meaningless to her
she could sinply nelt her flesh to avoid it, or re-formit intact after
suffering any violation. She had played her part perfectly, and now was doi ng
exactly what he had hoped she woul d. She had responded to his threats by
maki ng an effort to escape.

He wi shed he could remain to watch, but he had pressing other business.
Humm ng, he left the office.

Citizen Blue was at the designated neeting place for the cerenony, with his
robot wi fe and robot son. Blue was in his usual blue clothing, while the other
two were naked in the fashion of the serfs they were. G tizen Purple swept in,
trailing Citizen Tan. This was all that was required; the holo recordi ng would
acquaint other interested parties with the transaction.

"I amready to do business," Purple said.

"We are expecting Citizen Translucent,"” Blue said.

"Haven't you heard? He is indisposed at the noment. Therefore this formality
devol ves on nme. You may proceed.”

"It is ny understanding that he is indi sposed because a gas bonb was smnuggl ed



into his office," Blue said evenly. "I think we should postpone this cerenony
until he is recovered."

"As | recall, you used the pretext of the nmissing child to cut off our contact
with the Oracl e before. The child was nissing by your connivance. Now you
propose to use the pretext of Citizen Translucent's absence to renege on the
O acl e agai n?"

Bl ue hesitated. It was obvious that he did not like this situation, but could
not make nore than a token protest, because his side had |ost the contests.

"I think we are seeing the falling out of thieves," the robot wench nuttered.
"I't is not your concern, machine," Purple said, giving her breasts a straight
stare. What a satisfaction it had been to beat her in the Gane!

Bl ue did not show his annoyance. "Then we rmay as well proceed." He turned to
face the pickup that was the only indication of the Oracle's presence.
"Oracle, are you aware?"

A smal | hol ogram appeared: a whirling spiral of |ight hovering just above the
pi ckup. "I am Citizen Blue."

"My side held a contest with the Contrary Citizens, the stakes being control
of the access to the Oacle and the neans to contact the frame of Phaze. The
Contrary Citizens won. Accordingly, | amnow instructing you, Oracle, to

acknow edge the instructions of the Contrary Citizens, whose spokesman is—

"Citizen Purple," Purple said.

"Currently Citizen Purple,” Blue continued. "And to decline to acknow edge ny
i nstructions, or those of any who are allied with ne. Do you accede?"

"It is an unfortunate pass," the Oracle remarked. "The Contrary Citizens will
ruin the planet."

"Do you accede?" Purple demanded.

"I accede," the Oracle said. "I can do only as directed."
"Then you will answer, until further notice directly fromne, only to nme or to
Citizen Tan, who will be working with you initially."

"Citizen Purple and G tizen Tan, |ogged on,'
spiral faded out.

the Oracl e agreed. The whirling

"Now the matter of contact with Phaze," Purple said.

"Mach will serve in that capacity, as before," Blue said. "And Bane, when he
is present.”

"l think not."

Bl ue | ooked at him "You need them for contact.

"I prefer to use the child Nepe," Purple said. "Her contact is nore versatile,
and she should prove to be nore responsive to our interests."”

"That wasn't the understandi ng!" Mach snapped.



"The understandi ng was that the means for contact woul d be provided," Purple
responded. "The actual mechani smwas unspecified. It therefore becones an
option. I amnow exercising that option. The child will be our instrunment of
contact. Since she is already in our possession, no nore need be done. The
agreenment is conplete.”

"You beast!" the robot wench cried. She had adopted many human manneri sns.
"I doubt Nepe will work for you," Blue said.
"I believe she will, before long."

"I"mnot sure you can even keep her captive long," Mach said. "She has
remained with Citizen Transl ucent because she knew she was part of the stakes;
she was to be returned if we won. She did not try to escape because she did
not want to interfere with our arrangements. But she has never agreed to be
your permanent contact with Phaze. Now she will feel at liberty to nake her
escape. "

"Let me show you her current situation," Purple said. "Oracle, tune in on ny
of fice suite and show the child."

In a noment a half-life-sized hologramfornmed. It showed a bottle containing
the head of Nepe. The rest of her was puddl ed protopl asm

"As you can see, she is truly captive," Purple said. "I amsure she can not
escape that bottle. At the noment the air is good and the tenperature
confortable, but there is no assurance that they will remain so. | believe she
will elect to cooperate.™

"I doubt it," Mach said, with his robotic control of reaction. "She knows that
if you hurt her you risk rendering her unable to function. That will do you no
good. "

"I see that you do not quite understand,” Purple said. "Should the child be
rendered unable to contact the other franme, you will remain obliged to provide
anot her instrument of contact. It is therefore to your interest to encourage
her to cooperate.”

They mulled that over. They knew that he would not hesitate to torture the

child, and that all he had to do was gradually heat the bottle. Like the
spi nel ess creatures they were, they capitul ated.

"Put me through to her," Blue said.

"Do it, Oracle.”

"Contact is established,"” the Oacle reported.

"Nepe," Blue said.

The child's head | ooked up. "G andpa Bl ue!"

"W had hoped to have you returned to us at this tinme. Instead Ctizen Purple
has elected to use you as his contact with the frane of Phaze. | believe it

woul d be best if you cooperated with him"

"You mean you can't get nme out?" she asked.



"Not at present."

She seened ready to cry. "I'll do it. Grandpa. But I'Il escape if I can."
"Enough, Oracle," Purple said, and the hol ogram faded out. "I believe that
concl udes our business." He wal ked out, with Tan follow ng, |eaving themto
their chagrin.

Now t he obvious thing to do was to use Nepe to get the key fornulae fromthe
Book of Magic in Phaze and begin aggrandi zing his fortune. Walth was the way
to destroy Blue's power. But that would take tine, and Blue m ght well have
some nasty tricks left; after all, Mach and Bane were now wor ki ng on Blue's
side. So he woul d surprise them again, and take Blue out now, a different way.
Wth luck, he would have it done before Translucent recovered consci ousness,
maki ng his coup conpl ete.

He had nmade a study of the capacities of the child Nepe, anticipating his need
to capture her and hold her prisoner. She was nore versatile than nost people
appreci ated. She could assune virtually any form her substance ranging from
liquid of a chosen color to nmetallic. It took her time to do it, ranging from
several hours for a newformto |less than an hour for a famliar one. Once she
assuned a form it was stable as | ong as she chose, while she remained

consci ous. When she slept, she dissolved into a puddle, exactly as her alien
not her did. But she was not identical to her nother; she had robotic ancestry
too, and therefore was able to ermul ate the nature of a machine. That was why
she had managed to renai n hidden so | ong; she had fooled themall by
masquer adi ng as Troubot and doing an excellent job in the robot's speciality.

Now he had to assume that the child mght wait her opportunity, nelt down,
ooze through a crack, and forminto sonething so remarkable that no

ri ght-thinking person would suspect. Wat would that be? And because he had
t hought about this a great deal, before capturing her, he had the answer. He
knew what she would do, if she had the opportunity.

He never let her out of the bottle. There was air there, valved in under
pressure so she could not flow through the tube; if she tried it, she would
nmerely encounter an otherw se seal ed tank. Food was put in by an alert robot.
She coul d not escape until she was given greater freedomsuch as that required
to allow her to assune sone nore useful formand be interrogated. The eneny
woul d assurme that he would waste no tine in making use of her ability to
contact Phaze, now that her grandfather had told her to.

I nstead he brought out a netal sheathing. It |ooked Iike the base of a wheel ed
robot servitor, the kind that transported supplies fromone station to
another. He sat on its stool and closed it around hinself, so that only his
top portion projected. Fromchest upward he was a solid living man; bel ow he
was |ike a wheel ed robot. The wheels worked; a nmotor controlled by his toes
propell ed the device forward. O course nost of the effect was |ost, because
hi s vol unm nous purple cloak covered everything fromneck to floor; it |ooked
as if he were walking, if one did not inspect himtoo closely.

Now he put out a prepared bulletin, in such a way that it appeared to be
unintentional. "... don't find her, every serf will be fired with prejudice by
nmor ni ng! What happened to the safeguards?” It seenmed to be an internal comrand
that | eaked outside his offices.

He nade sure he was unobserved, and trundled out in his getup. Once clear of
his offices, he nade a direct approach to Blue's offices.

No one chal l enged him of course; he was a G tizen. But news of his progress



preceded him for when he arrived at G tizen Blue's door, Blue was out to neet
hi m

"Further mschief. Purple?" Blue inquired tightly.

Purple's eyes flicked up and across, as if checking for something. "W are
observed," he said, his voice deliberately tight.

"Of course. Speak your piece."
H s voice tightened further. "It nust be private."
"I have nothing private to exchange with you."

Purpl e's hand brushed across his cloak, drawing it up just enough for the
nmetallic base to show. "Quickly, before they know " he squeaked.

Bl ue saw the base. He of course knew of the | eaked report that suggested Nepe
had escaped. Wat form could she assune that would get her free unchall enged?
That of Citizen Purple! But she would have to ride on a nobile machine, to
provi de mass and hei ght, and cover it over with the cloak. A daring venture

i ndeed!

Bl ue opened the door panel and let Purple roll in. Inside, the femal e humanoid
robot and the robot son stood. Damm! He had hoped to nab themall at once, the
alien and turncoat Tania too. Well, there were the main three, and of course

the alien maid Agnes; the others could be covered when they turned up
"Citizen Purple—+n here?" Sheen asked, startled.

"I suspect not," Blue said.

"Is it private?" Purple asked tightly.

"Yes," Blue assured him

He | ooked at Mach. "Do you not know nme. Uncle?"

" "Uncle' ?" the robot asked, not getting it.

Pur pl e rubbed his cheek, causing the waxy coating on it to crease. He lifted
his cl oak, showing themall the netal base. He seened to be human only in the
top third

"Nepe!" Sheen excl ai med, astonished. "You |l ook so real!"

"Where's Mther?" he asked, hoping for one extra bit of information before he
act ed.

"She's with Tania," Mach said. "Getting sone information on—=

"No!" the maid cried, entering the room "That is not my grandchild!"
Purpl e | ooked at her. "What?"

Now Mach turned grim "If you don't know that Nessie is Agape's el der
portion—what we would call her nother—then you are not Nepe. \Wich neans

t hat —

Purpl e activated the |l ethargy box. This was a special one, with simultaneous



settings for Blue, Agape, Agnes and Tania, and special nodified settings to
nullify the two robots. Abruptly all four in the roomwere wthout volition
"Rermai n here; do not conmunicate or attenpt to | eave," he said curtly. "Wen a
call cones from Nepe, you. Blue, will answer it and assure her that you are
all right. You will say nothing of your situation." He brought out the box and
set it on a counter; they would be unable to approach it. Such a sinple, neat
device, but so hard to overcome, |ike a w cker thunb-I|ock

Then he departed, closing the panel behind him It m ght be days before any of
Blue's allies caught on to Blue's situation; they would assune that he was
deep in plans for resisting the increasing power of the Contrary Citizens. Any
who di d approach would be quietly taken out by Purple's watching nminions. Wth
luck, by the time Blue got free, it would be academ c: Purple would have
consolidated his power, and it would be too late for any preventive tricks.

The problemwith folk like Blue was that they were too trusting and

scrupul ous. That was why they had let Purple in without properly verifying his
nature. They had not anticipated such a cunning ploy. If only the fool maid
from Moeba had not caught on, and forced his i medi ate action, he night have
had Agape and Tani a too! Agnes was Agape's parent-hal f? How had his researches
over|l ooked that? It explained mich of the child Nepe's rapid progress in form
changi ng, when she had at one point seened retarded: she had had expert
training fromthe start. Blue had been cunning too, and it woul d have been
fool hardy to leave himfree to work further m schief.

Now for the two m ssing ones, because otherwi se they were sure to go to Blue's
resi dence and be admitted by his nmonitors. Tania was a cunning wench, and
Agape coul d assune any form forewarned, they could bypass his mnions and

di sabl e the |l ethargy box. It would affect themas they came in range, but that
was no good; at the fringe the effect was partial, and they would be able to
back away, then send in a robot to turn it off. They would have to be taken
out separately, which conmplicated things, but was necessary.

"Locate Serf Agape and Serf Tania of Citizen Blue's enploy,"” he said to his
conmuni cator. "Do not alert them nerely informne."

In a nmoment he had his response. "Subjects |ocated at spaceport,” Tsetse's
voi ce cane. "Aboard ship destined for-"

"Stop that ship!" Purple shouted, causing a passing serf to junp; the serf of
course had not heard the comuni cation

But it was too late. The two femal es, evidently warned, had taken the nost
i mediate ship out, and it was taking off even as he gave the conmand. The two
had escaped the pl anet.

Purpl e suppressed his rage. What did it matter, actually? They could do
not hi ng of fplanet, and if they returned, he would nab them All he needed was
to be rid of them

"Monitor all interplanetary calls," he said. "Intercept any relating to
personnel allied with Citizen Blue." That would prevent the two fromcalling
inawarning to a Blue ally.

But who had tipped the two off? That person obviously knew, and could take
action to free Blue. That person had to be nullified, and quickly.

Citizen Purple headed for hone. Here was an early use for the Oracle!l Soon he
woul d know the identity of that person, and take himout.



He was half right. Soon he did know, but he could not take himout. It turned
out to be a child no ol der than Nepe, whose residence had a nonitor tuned to
Bl ue's residence. This was evidently with the conplicity of Blue, a back-up in
case of unexpected trouble. It was the residence of Citizen Troal

Troal happened to be offplanet at the nonment, but his son must have picked up
t he nessage and i medi ately al erted Agape.

And the two femal es had taken that child with them offplanet. That neant he
was out of reach—but also no longer a threat. Purple relaxed; the only likely
snag was no problemafter all. Now he could concentrate on the main effort.
There were pressing details to attend to, such as settling with Transl ucent,
who woul d not be pl eased, but who surely woul d recogni ze the effectiveness of
Purple's actions. If not—well, there was always the | ethargy box.

17
Fl et a

Fleta trotted al ong confortably, carrying Tania, as they approached the region
of the West Pole. She had known of Tania's designs on Bane fromthe outset,

but allied with the Adverse Adepts as she had been, she had not been in a
position to protest. After all. Bane had no woman i n Phaze, and Tania had once
been intended for him or vice versa, because they were the only two of their
generation definitely slated to be Adepts. Tania had been scrupul ous about not
vanmpi ng Mach, so that Fleta had never had cause for a challenge. That was just
as well, because though unicorns were proof against nost magic, they could not
stand agai nst any Adept. She knew it was neither integrity nor fear of her
horn that had kept Tania honest; it was the fear of |osing her chance at Bane
if she ever gl anced sidelong at Mach. Tania was unscrupul ous but hardly

st upi d.

Then, gradually, the unexpected had happened. Bane had been proof agai nst
Tani a's charnms, which were considerable (for those who mght like that type),
but she had not been proof against his. She had fallen in love with him and
in the process had assuned his virtues. Fleta had watched this process with
private amazenent, but there had been no doubt of its validity. Her own
attitude had suffered a corresponding shift fromennmty to friendship; she
knew pretty closely how Tania felt.

Now t hey had shifted sides together, and Fleta was glad of that; they would
never have to oppose each other. They worked well together, because they now
knew each other well, and their abilities were conmplenentary. Fleta could
travel readily, while Tania could handle threats. But the question remained:
what of Tani a? She was dooned not to have her love returned, and Fleta feared
she woul d take a drastic nmeasure: the same one Fleta had taken, when she had
seen no future in her love for Mach. Fleta did not want to see this happen
but what alternative was there?

She knew what. She woul d have to share. There was a precedent for having
alternate loves in the franmes; Fleta' s |ove was Mach in Phaze, but Bane was
available. Simlarly, Mach was free in Proton. Tania had changed sides and
done good service; she was entitled in each frane to what it offered. Fleta
just had not yet been able to bring herself to make it official

Now t hey were checking on the Translucent Adept, because he had nysteriously
declined to attend the cerenony of the transfer of the Book of Mgic. Had
t here been sonme skul | duggery between Adepts? It seened |likely, and the Adept
Stile wanted to know, because he much preferred dealing with Transl ucent.



Al so, Flach remai ned on the undersea isle, with Sirel noba the werebitch, and
Fl eta hoped to see him There seened to be little chance of that, because they
wer e supposed to renai n unobserved, but there was al ways hope. The Red Adept
had gi ven them an amul et that woul d protect them from observation by al

except Adepts—but Translucent was an Adept. Certainly there would be no way to
rescue Fl ach.

A bat appeared before Fleta's nose. She junped; she had not seen it approach.
Then she recogni zed its snell. "Al!" she fluted in horn talk.

"Where be thee, O Aunt Fleta?" he piped in bat talk, the pitch so high she
could barely hear it. "I see thee not!"

Because of the anulet. She nosed forward and nudged himwi th her horn. Wth
the contact, he saw her. He changed to boyform nmaintaining the touch. "O Aunt
Fleta, | used ny father's spell to |ocate thee. He has been enchanted!"

Fl eta changed to wonmanform so quickly that Tania barely had tine to di smount.
"The Red Adept enchanted?"

"Aye, mare. The Purple Adept did it. Tan, | mean. He got the Book o' Magic,
and t hen—=

"My brother!" Tania exclained. "I knewit!"

"Tell us exactly what happened," Fleta said. "Fear not discovery; an thou
mai ntain contact with nme, naught be o' erheard.”

Alien was reassured. He sl owed down enough to give a coherent report. "Purple
and Tan cane to the Red Denesnes as scheduled, and Stile was there with ny
father the Troll and ny nother the Bat, and they gave o'er the Book o' Magic.
Then Stile asked for ny friend Flach, thy foal, and Purple said no, he had
decided to keep Flach to commune 'tween the franes instead o' Bane and Mach
‘cause a child be nore anenable. He quoted the terns o' the agreenent, and nor
Stile nor Red could gainsay him being nuch di sappoi nted. Then Stile departed,
and wi t hout warning Tan and Purple turned on Red and together they stunned him
so that he fell in deep swoon. My mother cried out 'gainst this treachery, but
Tan stunned her too with his Evil Eye. Me they saw not, for | was peeking from
hi di ng. Then they consulted how they would send a goblin garbed Iike Flach to
tell Stile he escaped, but the goblin would | oose a spell to take out Stile
and Bane and all else in the Blue Denesnes, for they thought thee there too,
that no maj or Adepts be able to oppose Purple's designs. But | knew thou wast
el sewhere, and came to warn thee o' this treachery!"

"But why?" Fleta asked, appalled. "The Adverse Adepts have al ready won! Wat
need for this?"

"I can guess," Tania said darkly. "Nor Purple nor ny brother e'er trusted
Transl ucent; they wanted to take power fromhim They nust have taken hi m out
first, then struck at the rest, so they can rule; an they had waited.

Transl ucent woul d have taken control, and been nore generous. So they tined
their treachery when none suspected—and now thy Adepts Red and Stil e and Rovot
be ensorcel ed, and mayhap killed when Purple feel secure. Brown be no match
and we be hel pl ess.”

"But we be free," Fleta protested. "W can go and—

"And be trapped al so," Tania said. "They expect that. Be assured we can stand
not against their magic; likely already there be goblins in search o' us, and
our time be neasured.”



"But one thing— Alien said.
Fl eta glanced at him "There be yet nore?"

"My father gave nme an anulet |ong since, saying an disaster e'er strike
invoke it. Be this the tinme?"

"Aye," Fleta and Tani a sai d together

The boy brought out the anulet, which he wore on a chain about his neck. It
was in the shape of a tiny tube. "I invoke thee."

The tube expanded in his hand, turning silvery. It twisted, so that the
nmout hpi ece poi nted sout heast .

They stared at it. "That be a little flute," Fleta said. "Wat use be that?"
Alien shrugged; he knew nothing of this.

But Tania's brow was furrowed. "A flute—there was one, once, before our tine,
when Stile separated the franmes. Mayhap—

"The PlatinumFlute!" Fleta exclained. "The elves nade it, and keep it now.
It—when it be played, it—=
"Brings the franes together," Tania finished. "But only one can play it, and
he be | ong gone from Phaze and Proton-frame. Now, with the frames fore'er
parted, there be no use for this. And e' en were it so, what point? The Adverse
Adepts rule here, and the Contrary Citizens there."

"This be a nystery," Fleta said. "But surely the Red Adept knew whereof he
spoke! Why give Al this token, an it be not the key to aught inportant?"

Tani a nodded. "It be our only hope. Needs nust we go where it points, and find
the Flute."”
"But that will take time, and there be naught!" Fleta protested.

"It be all we have," Tania said grimy. "But mayhap thy damw || know what
this portends. She was e'er close to Stile.™

Fl eta brightened. "Aye! An she had her secret will, 1'd be foal o' Stile
"stead o' Stallion! An any know the key to this riddle, it be Neysa."

"But it be far to go, and | can change not ny form An thou woul dst go al one—=

"Nay," Fleta said decisively. "An we neet magic, thine Eye be needful. | will
carry thee, as before."

"I had hoped thus," Tania confessed. "Al, change formand stay cl ose; else we
can protect thee not."

Then Fleta reverted to "corn form and Alien to batform and Tani a nount ed.
The bat flew to perch on Fleta's head. She started off at a gallop
Fortunately she was rested; they had been proceedi ng cautiously, and she had
grazed recently. However, the anulet of privacy was giving out; they were
becom ng audi ble and visible. It mght be restored sonewhat by anot her

i nvocation, but that should be saved for an energency.



She followed the direction indicated by the anulet-flute, deviating only to

t ake advantage of open and | evel ground. This took her to the Aninmal Head
Demesnes, which was a problem as they were allies of the Adverse Adepts. Sure
enough, a crow head spied her, and she encountered a |ine of manlike creatures
with assorted ani mal heads. They were arned with clubs and spears; she would
not be able to run that gauntlet w thout getting hurt.

She sl owed. Tania sat up tall and Eyed the |l eader, a lionhead with a
magni fi cent mane. "We be on special business,” she said. "Direct thy mnions
to let us pass, and one to | ead us the best way through."

It was that sinple. The |lion-head, fascinated by the Evil Eye, gestured his

m ni ons back. A hawk-head ran forward, |leading Fleta, and in a short time she
was through what had seened like a difficult thicket, and facing another open
region. "We thank thee, lion!" Tania called as Neysa accel erated.

Tani a had already justified her presence, apart frombeing a friend. Stil
Fleta could not bring herself to say what she needed to: that her objection to
Tania's play for Bane was w t hdrawn. She was finding herself as foolishly
stubborn as her dam

Fleta could not run forever. In the evening she had to stop. But Al had a
suggestion: "An thou be humm ngbird, Tania can carry thee, and | can use ny
ni ght eyes to spy the way through the dark."

"But needs nust | also eat," Fleta protested.

"I can find thee sustenance," he said eagerly. "Wat woul dst thou have?"
"An ounce of nectar would fill ny bird belly, but that be hard to conme by."

"I will conme by it!" he promi sed. He assumed his batform and di sappeared into
the twlight.

Soon he was back, hauling sonething that staggered his flight. It was a | eaf
cunningly drawn into a bag, and inside it was a pool of sweet nectar

"How coul dst thou harvest so nmuch so soon?" Tani a asked. "Each fl ower has but
atrifle!™

"I found a big flower," he said proudly.
Fl eta assumed bird formand tried the nectar. It was excellent, and nore than
she could finish; they had to store the extra for future use.

Then she settled in Tania's tan tresses, and Tania wal ked, with Al flying
ahead. She slept.

She woke at dawn, well rested. She flew up to spy the land, and incidentally
| oose sone droppings; she had not felt free to do that while nesting in
Tania's hair.

They were significantly closer to the Purple Muntain Range and to the Harpy
Demesnes. Tania had really been exerting herself! |Indeed, as she flew back
down she saw that the woman was staggering; she had noved as fast as she could
al | night.

Fl eta assumed wonman form "Enough! Thou nust eat, and | will take my turn



"I ate on the way. A found fruits."

Fl eta was further inpressed. The bat boy was doing his share too! She assuned
‘corn form and Tania nounted, and Al came in. Now it was evident that he too
was tired; he had been all night aloft.

She set off at a trot, followi ng the contour of the foothills of the great
nmount ai ns. She could tell by their respective postures that both wonan and bat
were al nost instantly asleep. They deserved their rest!

At mid-norning she spied a dragon aloft, for the Dragon Demesnes were j ust
south of the nountains. She hesitated, then decided that prevention was better
than risk, and reinvoked her amulet. Then she ignored the dragon, because she
knew t he anul et shi el ded her sight, sound and snell fromits awareness. She
di d, however, make sure to tread on hard ground, because any tracks she left
woul d be visible. But this was about the | ast use she would be able to nake of
the amulet; its magi c was exhaust ed.

So it went. In two days they reached the Herd where Neysa grazed, and nade
t hemsel ves known to her

"So we know not what it neans," Fleta concluded. "W can fetch the Flute, an
the elves yield it to us, but only the Adept Cef can play it—and he be far
renoved in space and frane, and can join us not."

Neysa considered. "I have thought on such matters before," she said. "I have
di scussed it-with Stile. Finally | made a point, which he in his hunor called
the Unicorn Point, and we |aughed, thinking it |acked rel evance. Now mnet hi nks
he took it nmore seriously, and this be the reason for Al's amulet."

"A point?" Fleta asked bl ankly.

"It be this: that the nost fundanental force in both frames be the sane, and
that its difference in the franes be but perception. In Phaze we see magic,
and in Proton they see science, but the split between thembe illusion. An we
knew how, we could do science here, and they could do magic there. It be
naught but a-a geis, or what they call a program a rule that makes it be one
way or the other."

Fl eta exchanged gl ances with Tania and Al. All three were baffled. "But

sci ence works here not," Fleta said. "And magi c works there not. | have been
in both, and tried."

"Because of thy mindset, and that o' the frane," Neysa said. "It be the sane
for all. The geis be unbreakable. But an the frames be nerged again, both
woul d work, drawing on either interpretation o' the power o' the basic rock
Phazite or Protonite. The curtain between franmes be but a wi ndow o' awareness,
like the screen o' a science conmputer. Mergence be the answer: that be what
Al's amul et means. Only when they be together can the frames be truly at
rest."”

"But we can nerge the frames not, with the Flute here and the Pl ayer there,"
Tani a sai d.

"Methinks Stile could,"” Neysa said firmy. "An he be ensorcel ed, thou nmust do
it instead."”

"I be no Adept!" Fleta protested. "I be but a mare in want o' her colt, sore
beset!"



"Thou dost be nore than that," Neysa said. "The franmes be already one, an we
but perceive it. Since the separation, the parallelismbe nore, mayhap | acking
other way to abate the inbal ances caused by the acts o' people. Once there
were two Lady Blues, one in each frame, but when the one in Proton died, the
other could cross and fill her place. Now with no crossing, the void be filled
by another, and that be the Lady Sheen. All the Adepts and nbst o' the others
be parallel, or growing so. The events too: what occurs in one frame, occurs
in the other, if not exact, then close. Each contest was won by the sanme side;
it could be not otherwi se. Now what thou dost here, thine other self be doing
there. If thou canst prevail here, so will it be there, and the way will open
What thou achi evest be known in Proton, though there be no seem ng contact
between thee and the alien. Al that thou canst acconplish be doubl e weight.
That be the renminder o' the Point."

Fleta knew it was true. She was awed by the realization

t he evidences of the parallelismhad been there all along, but she had never
appreciated themthis way. She had to succeed!

"But an sonehow the franes be merged-what o' the fol k?" Fleta asked. "WI I st
becorme just one set o' folk for both?"

"Aye."
"But | —

"WIl merge with Agape, nethinks. And all others, as their pairs exist. It be
a nonstrous notion."

"A nonstrous notion!" Fleta echoed, intrigued and appal |l ed. She |iked Agape,
but how coul d she be nerged with her? Wat then of Mach and Bane—and Tani a? O
their triangle?

That was all Neysa would say. Neysa had never been much for words, and once
she had made her poi nt-her Uni corn Poi nt—she was done. She was old, and they
did not want her to risk the rigors of their mssion (or to be sl owed down by
her: that was unsaid), so they left her at the Herd, pondering her insight.
The Uni corn Poi nt —what m xed promi se and m schief lay there!

Anot her day's travel brought themto the spot at which the flute-amul et

poi nt ed—and there was nothing there. It was on the slope of the Purple
Mount ai ns, in the Elven Demesnes, with nothing but silvery flowers grow ng.
They paused, baffled. First the nystery of the Unicorn Point, then this!

It was Alien who figured it out. "The Flute be underground! The little folk
keep it not up in plain sight, and their warrens go ne'er direct. W nust find
the entrance!"”

They quested about, and in due course discovered an elven”® entrance. Fleta
assuned woman form renoved her amulet, and handed it to Tania. "Mayhap this
will protect thee aught. | nust broach themnow Al and | will do it, while
thou dost hide, in case.”

"I'n case what?" the bat boy asked.

"El ves be not always friendly."

He nodded, sobering. Then Fleta knocked at the portal, alerting the elves.

A man appeared. He was about the height of Alien, but considerably stouter



H s clothing was the color of platinum and his skin light blue. "Wll, two
prisoners!" he exclained, drawing his sword. "A fair damsel and a servant
boy. "

"Nay!" Fleta cried. "W be 'corn and bat, on a nission o' surpassing inmport!"

"Not any nore," the elf said grinly.

Fleta didn't want to have to fight him but she could not |let herself be
consi dered a prisoner. She would have to change to unicorn form which would
be conpetent to deal with the sword.

Then the elf man turned, startled. H s eyes glazed. "Ch, aye," he said. "These

be em ssaries."

Tani a had stepped in. Qut of contact with her, Fleta could neither see nor
hear her other than dimy; the dwi ndling power of the amulet was nore
effective with only one person to cover. Evidently she had touched the elf,
and used her Eye to fascinate him Now, in effect, he was their prisoner

The elf led theminto the passage in the hill. Wan light struggled down so
that it was not conpletely dark, but it remai ned unconfortably close. She
woul d not be able to assume unicorn formhere; she would be janmed into the
wal l's. At least Al would be able to nove; as a bat he could readily handl e
thi s region.

They came to a chanmber wherein sat an extrenely w zened el f, obviously a

| eader. He wasted no time in amenities. "Thy nmagic be that o' the Adverse
Adepts. Know, O intruders, that we be overtly neutral, but privately we favor
Stile and will help thy side not."

Fleta smiled, relieved. "Canst thou be Pyreforge, friend to ny foal's
grandsire? | be Fleta, and this be Alien, son o —=

"And thou be hel ping the wong side!" he snapped. "Be glad | grant thee the
courtesy o' truce, else—*

"Nay, we changed sides," she cried. "Now Mach and | be with Stile, only ny
foal be captive, and there be enchantnment on Blue and Red and Bane, and we
al one be free to seek-"

"How can | know that? That Evil Eye—*
"Tani a changed too! She be aiding Stile now"

Pyreforge stared at her. "An thou canst convince nme o' that, with her Eye
hooded, mayhap ny aid be thine."

It took time, but in due course the old elf was satisfied. He turned over the
i nvaluable Platinum Flute. It was in pieces, in a box, but could be readily
assenbl ed at need.

"But we know not howto use it," Fleta said. "The amul et guided us here to it,
and. nmy dam says we nmust nerge the frames, but—=

"Let me research in ny references.”
More time passed. The elves gave them bread and water while they waited,

treating themw th courtesy now that their loyalty to Stile was known. Tania
had to give up the fading amul et of privacy and beconme fully apparent.



"Ah, now | see!" the elf exclained as he saw her clearly. "Thou hast the
stigmata o' love for Bane! That be why thou didst change sides!"

Tani a was taken aback. "Shows it thus?"

"Ordinarily, nay. But thy whol e nature has changed, and that be evident. But
an the franes nmerge, what o' thee?"

"O nme?"

"Thou dost love the man o' this frane, who be not with Fleta. Thine other self
| oves the rovot, who be not with the alien. But—

"The alien!" Al exclainmed. "My namesake!"
"Aye," Fleta said. "Wien she and | exchanged, and she were in Phaze, she

hel ped thy parents get together, so they named thee after her. Likew se there
be a child in Proton-franme, Mach tells ne, naned ' Corn, though ne thinks I
contributed not to that."

"M ne other self!"™ A said, pleased.

"As | were saying," Pyreforge continued gruffly, "An the frames nmerge, so wll
thy two selves—and there will be one man with one wonan. Bane will have the
alien, and Fleta will have Mach, all together in one, and none be open for
thee. So what o' thee?"

Tani a | ooked crestfallen. "I know not," she said faintly.

This was the matter that Fleta had not been able to raise. It was the
separati on of Mach and Bane that nade conproni se possible; without that
separation, and the two distinct franes, there would be no free man, or free
aspect of him

"Then canst thou labor to nerge the franes, an it be possible?"

Tani a considered. "I sought to vanp Bane, to win himo'er to our side—+ mean
t he Adverse Adepts—and make a fitting mate for ne. | wanted to marry bel ow ny
station not. But the ploy turned, and he won nme to his side, which now be
Stile's, and made o' me his creature though ne'er did he touch ne. Now nust |
do what he woul d have nme do, and | would save himthough | lose him | can
explain it not else.”

"I't will do," the old elf said. "Take the Flute to Blue and it will rouse him
and enable himto throw off the geis on him Then will he know what to do."

"There be the answer!" Fleta exclaimed. "To fetch the Flute and bring it to
him"

"El se would we ne'er give it thee,"
i nto eneny hands—

Pyreforge agreed. "An this instrunment fal

"I will die before that happen," Fleta said, and the air around her rippl ed.

"Aye," the elf agreed.

Soon they were on their way again, trotting north toward the Bl ue Denesnes.
They passed t hrough the Werewol f Demesnes, but they neither paused there nor
made t hensel ves known, for fear the eneny woul d di scover them



Fleta carried the PlatinumFlute, in its box, tied to her barrel. She could
feel its latent power, warm ng her side and | ending strength. She knew it
could revive Stil e!

In two days they were near the castle of the Blue Denmesnes. But how were they
to get inside? They knew that there would be formidable magic barring their
way, and that their amulet would not protect themfrom di scovery here, even if
any real strength remained init.

"Mayhap they be busy el sewhere, not guarding this,"
fly in and spy it out, and if naught happens to me—

Al said hopefully. "I can

"Aye, go," Fleta said. She did not like putting himin danger, but she
couldn't risk bringing the Flute near until she knew it was safe.

Alien changed formand flew |l ow and circuitously toward the castle. In due
course he returned. "Tan be there, guardi ng—but he be sl eeping!"

Wthout a word, Fleta advanced on the castle in her human form |t would have
been faster in her natural form but she didn't want the sound of her hooves

waki ng the Adept. Tania foll owed. They took advantage of whatever cover they

coul d find.

They crossed the npat and entered the castle. It was unnaturally silent; the
animal s that usually cane for healing were gone, and the normal activities of
cooki ng and working were still. The geis had been laid on it, and it was in
effect deserted.

Fl eta stepped into the main chanber. There was Stile, sitting frozen, only his
eyes alive. H's magic involved singing; he could not sing, and so was
hel pl ess. Fleta repressed her horror, and tiptoed toward Stile.

"Hol d, nmre."

She junped, turning to face the voice. It was Tan, awake! O course he had
feigned sleep, to trick Al and lure themin here; now he had sprung his trap
all too neatly.

"Look not at him" Tania cried.

But it was already too late. The Adept's gaze was on her, neeting her own. The
volition drained fromher body as his eyes | ooned | arge.

A bat flew at Tan, going for his eyes. But the Adept nerely nicked a gl ance at
Alien, and the bat stiffened and fell to the floor, unable to fly. Fleta had
some resistance, being a unicorn, but the vanpires did not. The boy had done a
brave and foolish thing, and now was stunned. The terrible gaze resuned its
reducti on of her defense; the Adept wasn't even straining.

Tania | eaped in front other. "I will stop him" she cried. "Take the Flute to
Stilel"

But Fleta, tagged peripherally by the Evil Eye, could barely nove. She could
feel her volition recovering, but the process was distressingly slow. Only her
right hand, holding the PlatinumFlute, was fully functional; it had not been
affected by the Eye. Indeed, it was the source of her recovery; volition was
ext endi ng al ong her arm and toward her shoul der. She had thought the power of
the Evil Eye was exaggerated; now she knew that her contenpt for it had been
because of ignorance. Tania had never used it on her, and her respect for



Tani a was ri sing.

Meanwhi | e, Tani a bl ocked of f the Adept Tan, countering his gaze with hers.
Nei t her noved; the Eyes were all

"Dost think to oppose me, turncoat?" Tan inquired with infinite scorn. "Thou
canst not, and | will tell thee why. | amthe Tan Adept, not thee, and this be
not because | be nale, but because ny power were e'er greater than thine."

Fleta, staring at Tania's back, saw the worman shiver. He was speaking truly!
"Moreover, thou has |ost the edge thou hadst," he continued inexorably. "Thou
fool, thou didst |let Bane turn the wormon thee, draining thee o' thy nerve.
Now t hou dost be nushy soft, thine Eye weak."

Tani a's body shook. She was losing the contest, and Fleta still |acked contro
of her legs. She was a unicorn, resistant to hostile magic, but the Adept had
stunned her in a nmonent. If she tried to walk to Stile, she would fall

"Were thou not ny sister, it would go hard with thee. As it is, | wll put
thee nmerely to sleep while | deal with these animals. At |east thou has done
one thing right: thou didst bring to nme the PlatinumFlute, that el se would
have been their only remaining threat."

Fleta jamred the box containing the Flute forward, into Tania's back. "Take
it!" she said. "It will give thee strength!" She slid the instrunent across
t he woman's back, around her body to her arm so that she could grasp it.

Tani a's body straightened at the contact. The Flute was | ending her strength!
Despite Tan's brutal words, Tania's power was nearly the equal of his, and she

was able to fight back. She took the box, her gaze still l|ocked with that of
her brother, and slowy opened it. Stage by stage she assenbled the Flute, and
her posture showed that she was still gaining strength. At last she held it

bef ore her.

Now it was Tan's turn to shake. The Flute nade the difference, and Tani a was
beati ng hi m back! Her Eye was becom ng stronger than his.

Tan tried to back away, but in a noment came up against the wall. Tania
foll owed, holding the Flute, never relinquishing her gaze. She had to
fascinate him or he would fascinate themall and take the Flute.

Alien stirred. Fleta, alnost conpletely recovered, went to him picking him
up. Her contact helped; he lifted his mouseli ke head, his big eyes blinking.

Now Fleta was free to take the Flute to Stile—but she didn't have it, and
couldn't take it until Tania had finished with Tan. Tania was w nning, but it
was obviously a debilitating contest; perhaps never before had Eye been
opposed to Eye.

At last Tan sank to the ground, his eyes clouding. He had lost; his mnd was
captive to his sister's. But Tania was little better off. She wavered, and

Fl eta hastened to support her before she fell. She seened dazed. Her tan hair
glistened with a sheen of sweat, and her eyes were turning bl oodshot. Even
with the help of the Flute, she had had to give her all in the effort to
prevail .

The castl e shook. There was a runble from bel ow. Then the stone fl oor clove
asunder, and the Purple Adept rose through it, buoyed by a waft of snoke.



There was no time for thought. Both Fleta and Alien knew what to do. They
hurl ed thensel ves at the Adept, Fleta changing to her natural formas she did
Sso.

Purpl e raised his hand. The floor bucked, throwing Fleta to the side. A jet of
purpl e gas shot out of a fissure and swept Alien out of the air. Both | anded
at Stile's feet, half stunned. How true it was: ordinary folk had no chance
agai nst any Adept!

Now Pur pl e approached Tania as she stood swaying in her sweat-sodden cl oak. "I
see thou be better talented than we judged," he said. "Now give me the Flute,

girl.”

Fl eta made a desperate effort to protest, but all she could manage was a
doubl e note on her horn

Tani a blinked. She | ooked at Purple, then at the Flute in her hand. It was
obvi ous that she had no way to resist him her power was spent, while his was
strong.

"Thou'rt a pretty thing," Purple said. "Gve it me, and | will spare thee

puni shrent, and mayhap take thee for ny nmistress. | want not to destroy thee."
It was obviously no bluff, either way; Purple had all the powers of the deep
earth, and he |liked wonmen of any type.

Slowy Tania lifted the Platinum Flute. Fleta bl ew another protest, but could
manage no nore. There seened to be no way to keep Purple fromhis victory.

Alien changed to his boy form He was too battered to rise, but he could
speak. "Play it!" he gasped.

Tani a paused. A strange | ook crossed her face. She was not nusically inclined.
There was no way she could performon such an instrunent. But she seenmed to
hear a voice the others could not. She did not pass the Flute to Purple. She
l[ifted it instead to her nouth. She bl ew

Then t hi ngs becanme strange i ndeed.

' Corn had been dozing before the hol o show when the key began pul sing.
Suddenly he was alert; that was the signal for dire enmergency!

He turned of f the hol o—he had seen it before anyway—and held up the key. It
was a small flat metallic plaque—a dog tag, his father had joked, though no
animal s on Pl anet Proton wore such tags—+nprinted with his identity and a
secret message. The nessage coul d be evoked only by a qualified adult;

Citizen Troal trusted his son, but not quite that nuch. But the pul sing neant
that it was time for that nessage.

'"Corn used his father's terminal to run a quick spot trace on all the
appropriate adults. This inmmedi ately showed the nature of the crisis: of the
six on the list, five were marked in red. This neant that they had been in
some way incapacitated or conprom sed, and should not be approached. Citizen
Blue, his wife Sheen, their son Mach, his other self Bane, and their maid
Agnes—al | off the list. Only Bane's w fe Agape remained. He had to get to her
in a hurry, before sonething happened to her too!

He borrowed his father's private transport capsule. Citizen Troal and 'Corn's
not her, the beautiful Bat Grl, were offplanet, on a holiday al one; he m ght
be able to call them but he knew better than to try. Wen his key pul sed, it



meant not only trouble, but that speed and secrecy were of the essence. Any
of f pl anet call could be nmonitored, so nothing private was done that way. The
same was true of intraplanet conmmunications. But 'Corn had not conmuni cat ed;
he had nerely checked a listing without acting. Now he was acting, in the
manner he had to.

He set the capsule on Agape's identity and activated its FIND nechanism It
set off, swiftly orienting on the alien female. Soon it caught up with her

" Corn opened the exit panel and stepped out—ight in front of Agape, who was
wal ki ng down a hall w th another beautiful naked wonman, Tania. Both wonen
j unped, caught by surprise.

"Aunt Agape!" he exclained. "Cone into ny carriage; there is mschief afoot.”
She was not really his aunt, of course; she was the nother of his friend Nepe.
But for reasons never fully clarified, his parents had indicated that this was
an appropriate way to address her

Agape didn't hesitate. She caught Tania by the armand both followed himinto
the carriage. He set the destination for RANDOM so that no one could readily
i ntercept them

"Aunt Agape, my key is pulsing!" he said, holding it up. Nothing showed, of
course; the pulsing was a rhythmc trace vibration that only he could feel
"This means trouble! My parents are away, so | nust act, and you are the only
one | eft who can evoke the nessage!"”

"But what of the others?" Agape asked, alarmed. She could nake herself into
any form she wanted, but she | ooked worn and nervous.

"Al'l are marked red. Sonething has happened to them | don't dare even go to
| ook; there nmust be danger for anyone who goes near them™

"My brother!" Tania exclained. "I knewit! He's up to mischief, and Citizen
Purpl e too!'’

"It nust be," Agape agreed. "We were checking on Citizen Translucent, to
ascertain why he dropped out of the proceedi ngs. They probably took hi m out
first, then went after Blue and the others after they got the Oracle. W
shoul d have known they woul dn't honor any agreenents, once they got power!"
"And we are next," Tania said. "M because | defected, you because you are of
Citizen Blue's canp, and— She broke off, glancing down at 'Corn, as if
realizing that the matter was not fit for a child.

'Corn knew what it was, though. He had seen the holo of the gane, where
Citizen Tan had raped Agape in emul ation. He probably wanted to do it in
reality too. That was why Agape | ooked nervous; she knew that her horror
hadn't fi ni shed.

"But what can we do?" Agape asked. "If the eneny's power is so conplete—and it
nmust be the same in Phaze, because of the parallelismhow can we hope to
counter it?"

"My key," 'Corn said. "You nust evoke it."

"Evoke it? '"Corn, this is not Phaze! W have no amul ets here."

"Evoke its nmessage. This is why | sought you. You are the only one left who
can do this."



"I'? I know not hing of this!"

"Just touch it, please!"

She extended her hand and touched it with one finger

The key glowed. A picture of a man appeared in its surface: thin, evidently of
t he ol der generation. He wore archaic spectacles on his face, and his hair was
shading well into gray.

"I don't know this man," Agape said. "Do you?"

"No. But maybe— 'Corn turned over the key.

There on the other side was a name and address. "C ef, musician," Agape read.
"But he's on a far planet!"

"Clef," Tania said. "I have heard that name. Wasn't he the one who pl ayed
t he—+the famous Flute, and brought the franmes together?"

"That one?" Agape asked, anmazed. "I have heard of a friend of Stile's who—who

turned out to be the nost amazing Adept of all, even though he was just a serf
of Proton. But—=

Tania was staring at the picture on the other side of the key. "That mnust be
him What an el egant man!"

"But so far away! How can he have anything to do with what is happening here?"
"I + think—= 'Corn said hesitantly. "Maybe—you have to fetch hinP"
Agape stared at Tania. "So he can play again?"

Awed, they realized that this could be it. "W need to get offplanet in a
hurry anyway," Tania said. "Before Citizen Purple and my brother catch us."
"I can take you to the spaceport,”
around, | eading them away—

"Corn said bravely. "Then | can travel

Agape put her arns around himand hugged himto her. This was a uni que
experience, for young as he was, he understood the nature of her beauty. "W
can not |eave you, 'Corn. You nust cone too."

"But | ama mnor," he protested with mxed emption. "I can't |eave pl anet
wi t hout ny parents' consent.”

"And we dare not call them" Agape said, frowning
"We' || have to sneak himout," Tania said. "Ship himas baggage."

"But baggage is shipped in the cargo hold," Agape said. "Not pressure or
temperature controlled."

"He'll have to be drugged and sealed into a capsule,"” Tania said. She gl anced
at 'Corn. "You have the use of Citizen Troal's carriage; can you al so
aut horize his |uggage?"

"Yes," 'Corn said, brightening.



"Make out a routing slip in your father's nane for one seal ed capsule, and an
aut horization for two serfs to see to its security. W shall be those serfs.
The port officials won't question it unless the alarmis already out, and ny

guess is that Purple will try to make his coup secretly until all opposition
has been elim nated. Remenber, he's double-crossing his own, too; Citizen
Translucent's personnel will be in an uproar. W'll |eave planet together on

the first ship out—specify that in the order. This can be done, but it has to
be fast."

"Corn took a slip fromthe papers in the carriage and filled it out. "But how
can | be drugged? The nonment we go to a nedic—

"I amable to contact the self-wlled machines," Agape said. "I have a code.
They support Citizen Blue conpletely.™

"Don't nake a call!" Tania warned. "They will be nmonitoring all calls!"

"No call," Agape agreed. "There will be a private access at the spaceport.”

They arrived. There was no alarm so far. Actually, only a few ninutes had
passed; Citizen Purple was probably still securing his base el sewhere.

Agape paused at a mai ntenance panel. She tapped on it, then spoke a few words.
There seened to be no response, and 'Corn was afraid she hadn't gotten

t hrough. But then a cleaning vehicle rolled up, its lid lifting to reveal a
dark interior chanber.

"CGet in," Agape said quietly.
"But— Corn protested, abruptly nervous.
"Do you not know me, friend?" the nachine inquired.

"Troubot!" '"Corn cried. Wthout further protest he clinbed in, and the lid
cl osed. He was in darkness, a prisoner, but now he felt secure.

He wanted to inquire how the machi nes were arrangi ng things, but before he
could do so he was unconsci ous.

He woke, disoriented. Where was he?

Then a lovely female form | eaned over him her arns reaching around his body
to draw himto a sitting posture. "You'll be a little wozy, 'Corn, but that
will pass in a monent," she said.

"Tani a!" he exclained. "But you have clothing on!"

I ndeed she did. She wore a silken tan dress cinched at the waist by a blue
sash, and there was a blue ribbon in her hair. She was amazingly beautiful
the cl othing nmade her | ook every inch a Citizen

She smled. "We're offplanet, 'Corn. You'll have to don clothing too.
O fworlders don't necessarily understand about serf nakedness. W have a red
suit for you."

"Red suit?" He was still dazed, as much by the changed circunmstance as the
ef fects of his drugging. Cbviously he had been put under in Troubot—rust his
friend to make it easy!—and sealed in and shi pped, and now t hey were—where?

"Red is Citizen Troal's color," she reminded him "As it is for his opposite



in Phaze, the Red Adept. W are at the spaceport at your father's vacation
pl anet; soon he will be neeting us, and we want you to be suitably attired.
Then Agape and | will go on to locate Cef."

He | et her dress him benused. He knew that clothing was worn of f pl anet, but
this was the first tinme he had been away fromProton and it was hard to set
aside the conditioning of a lifetine.

He felt the need to say something, but he didn't know what.

So he asked her a personal question. "Tania—f | may ask—aren't you in | ove
wi th Mach?"

Her work never paused. She was putting socks on his feet, and then shoes. She
had evidently had prior experience with such things. "True."

"Then howis it you are friends with Agape? | mean. Bane uses the sane body—*

"My love is dooned," she said. "Mach does not love me. No doubt in time I wll
get over it."

"But didn't he prom se—=

"I want his love, not his promse!" she flared. Then, inmediately, she
apol ogi zed. "lI'msorry, 'Corn; | shouldn't have said that. My situation is no
concern of yours. | have been foolish in ny enotion; see that when you grow up
you are nore sensible."

"Too late," he said wyly. "I |love Nepe, and she | oves Troubot."

Tania stared at him Then she hugged him "You do understand!" she rmurnured,
and he felt the wetness of tears at his neck. Suddenly he was very gl ad he had
spoken.

Agape appeared, resplendent in a blue dress. It was amazing what clothing did
for a person! 'Corn, standing now before a mirror, hardly recogni zed hinself;
they were like three different people.

They wal ked out to neet Citizen Troal. But it was the Bat Grl, in bright red,
who cane to neet them He had never seen her dressed before, either; she was
the Ioveliest of all! "Mdther!" he cried, and flung hinself into her arns.

"Tania and | must go on to find the nusician Cef," Agape said. "Corn's key
indicates that this is our only avenue to reverse the treachery of the
Contrary Citizens."

"Corn's mother smiled. "My husband is already contacting him W shall hold a
vi deo conference. Qur cottage is about fifteen m nutes away."

They rode in the odd conveyance of this planet. It was |ike a boat, that
sail ed above a rail set in the ground. Its magnetic suspensi on was snooth, and
as it nmoved it really did seemto have the buoyancy of a waterborne craft. But
even stranger was the | andscape through which they rode: there was no done!
The at nosphere of this planet was unpolluted; it was possible to breathe
anywhere. There were even plants and trees growing as far afield as he could
see. As with the clothing: he had known this was the case with many pl anets,
but it was an awesone thing actually to experience.

Made gi ddy by this new environnent, 'Corn was enbol dened to ask his nother a



personal question. "Wy are you called the Bat Grl, Mther, when you don't

| ook anything like a bat?" The oddest thing was that he had never wondered
about this before; seeing her in clothing had changed his view of her in nore
t han the physi cal sense.

She | aughed. "Your father naned me that! It is because of Agape."

"Agape?" he repeated, startled.

"Some time back, | exchanged places with Fleta the unicorn in Phaze," Agape
answered. "lIn Phaze | was helped by an ugly old troll and a beautiful young
vampire. | talked to each, and |l earned that each was afraid to broach a
certain matter to the other: he because he believed that no woman coul d care
for a troll, she because she regarded herself as an ani mal, having originated
as a bat. Because | owed each a debt | could not nyself repay, | urged the

| ady bat to approach the troll."
"But what has that to do with ny nother?" ' Corn denanded.

"They did get together, and soon married," Agape expl ai ned. "They had a son
whom t hey chose to nane after ny Proton identity, calling himAlien. Because
things tend to be parallel between the frames, sonething simlar happened in
Proton, and the happy couple named their son Unicorn, after the person whose
body | used in Phaze."

'"Corn was stunned. "A troll—a vampire bat—and a unicorn?"

H s nmot her hugged him "I'm sure your opposite nunber is no happier about
bei ng naned after an anpebic alien creature. But we identify strongly with our
Phaze counterparts;

Phaze is the magic in our lives, even though we can not visit it."

"Corn was silent. Why hadn't he realized this before? Nepe had spoken of her
contact with Flach, and his friend Al. Al the alien, 'Corn the unicorn! How
obvi ous, suddenly!

They arrived at the residence. It was a cottage right out in the open,
surrounded by flowering trees. But 'Corn was becom ng acclimatized to such
marvel s; they had serious business to transact.

Citizen Troal met themat the door. 'Corn had never thought of his father as a
troll before, but now he could see how tall and ugly he was. O course
appearance didn't matter for a Citizen; the nost beautiful woman would nmarry
one in an instant, for the sake of the power and confort of the life he
offered. 'Corn had assuned this was the case with his nother; now he knew t hat
there was nore to it than that.

"We are tracking the musician," Troal announced. "He should be on the screen

monentarily."

I ndeed, C ef appeared soon after they entered. He was life size on the wall
screen, but the distance between planets caused his image to flicker slightly.
He was a man of Troal's age, with a severely receding hairline and the sane
archai c spectacles the key had shown. "I have not been in touch with Planet
Proton for nore than a quarter century," he said. "To what do | owe the honor
of this contact?"

"Do you renenber Citizen Blue?" Troal asked. "Perhaps you know him as the
Adept Stile."



"Stile! Yes, of course; how could | forget! He fetched the magic Pl atinum
Flute!"

"W believe he has need for your assistance again."

"There on Proton? But | can not return there; nmy tenure as a serf concl uded,
and | am not allowed back. In any event, | have a pressing schedule in this
section of the gal axy; we are organizing an interspecies orchestra."

"Your return to Proton nay be barred by Proton custom" Troal said. "But
events may override that. Citizen Blue is in serious trouble, and there is a
suggestion that you are the key to the resolution of his problem"”

"I"mnot sure you understand. Citizen Troal. My prior service was to enter the
frame of Phaze and play the magic Flute at a critical time. Thereafter the
frames were permanently separated; it is no |onger possible to cross over.
Since the magic Flute remains on the other side of the curtain, and only it is
capabl e of re-establishing the connection, there is nothing I can do for you."

"Neverthel ess, Ctizen Blue evidently believes—=

"I amsorry. | suspect further dialogue is pointless. | amin any event too
old to travel such a distance on mere speculation that | mght be of sone
use. "

Troal |ooked baffled. def was nmaking sense.
"Sir, if I may talk to him" Tania mnurmnured.
The Citizen shrugged. "OF course. But make it brief."

Tani a stepped forward, adjusting her décolletage. "def, | be Tania, daughter
of one thou mayest have encountered in the Phaze variation as the Tan Adept.
Met hi nks that thou'rt the finest nmusician o' our tine. W believe that thou
dost be the only one who can hel p us save Proton and Phaze froma terrible
fate. W& know not how thou mayest do this, but we be prepared to do anythi ng
required to make it possible. Anything! Please, | beg of thee, cone

i Mmediately to this planet, that we rmay explore possibilities."

Clef stared at her. "OF course."

The ot hers watched, astonished, as Tania nade a little bow to the screen. Then
t he connection di ssol ved.

"What did you do?" ' Corn demanded. "How cone he changed his m nd?"

She turned to him a partial smle on her face. Her dress was open at the
front, show ng nost of one breast and part of the other. Her hair was slightly
wi | d. Her eyes seenmed enormus—and as her gaze net his, they seened to grow

| arger yet, sending an oddly pleasant shiver through him "You vanped him"
Agape excl ai ned.

Tani a drew her dress up so that little nmore than her neck showed, and snpot hed
out her hair. Her eyes dimnished. "It's a talent | have found effective on
men ot her than yours. | prayed for sone of what ny other self can do with her
Eye, and perhaps | got it. It was a desperation ploy."

"But that man is old enough to be your father!" Agape protested.



"And what is wong with that?" the Bat G rl inquired.

Agape gl anced fromher to Citizen Troal. "Nothing, of course," she said,
enbar r assed.

"And you used Phaze idiom rem nding himof what offers there," Ctizen Troa

remarked. "That was clever of you. I wish I could have seen you as he saw
you. "

"Not likely!"™ the Bat Grl snapped. "...sir."

They all laughed. 'Corn knew that his nother, perhaps the nost beautiful woman
of Proton, had nothing to fear fromothers. Still, the way Tani a had | ooked in

that moment —+f it had had such inmpact on hinmself, a child, what woul d have
been the effect on a grown man? Now C efs change of heart was no nystery!

Gal actic travel was swift, when facilitated by a Citizen of Proton. Wthin a
day def arrived.

"I don't want to see him" Tania said, enbarrassed. "If | had thought about it
at all, I wouldn't have—=

"Clef is a gentleman," Troal said. "Be assured he will treat you as a |ady."

"Which | don't deserve!"”

But she did meet him conpletely denure in a cloak-1ike dress, and O ef was

i ndeed polite. He had brought his flute nmade of platinumbut not, he
expl ai ned, magic, unfortunately. "I would give everything |I have dreamed of

el sewhere, to be in Phaze again, to possess the magic Flute again," he said.
"When you, Tania, perhaps subconsciously, used the Phaze idiom it remni nded ne
of my longing for it. So ny presence here is selfish, | regret to confess. If
there is even the renotest chance— He shrugged.

"We hope there is," Tania said, visibly relieved.

"Citizen Blue nmust believe there is,” 'Corn said, showing his key, which still
glowed with Cefs picture. They explained all that they knew of the situation
to def.

C ef nodded. "So the parallelismhas strengthened in recent decades," he said.
"That suggests quite strong connections between the franes despite their

seem ng separation. Perhaps this is because with no way to cross over
physically, the force of equalization is channeled to other mechanisns."

"That is our conclusion,” G tizen Troal agreed.

"That may nmean in turn that something roughly simlar to our present neeting
is occurring in the frame of Phaze," def continued. "Perhaps soneone is
fetching the magic Flute."

"But how can you play it, when it is there and you are here?" ' Corn asked.

"That is the salient question," Cef said. "But if nmy friend Stile—er his
other self-—believes that it is possible, then it behooves us to explore the
matter. Perhaps the answer will offer.”

"But there is danger for all of us on Planet Proton," Troal remnmi nded him
"Citizen Purple is trying to elinmnate all opposition.™



"I realize that. But I amin nmy wani ng years, and perhaps have relatively
little to lose. We must try to consult with Citizen Blue; he is the only one
who truly knows how | may hel p."

"W may be able to sneak a snmall party in," Gtizen Troal said. "My wife and
are watched, so cannot approach the planet, but if others nove in by a devious
route, it may work. However, the noment you enter Citizen Blue's prem ses,

di scovery is inevitable; you will have very little time to act."”

"Understood," Cef agreed

The return was nore conplicated than the departure, but just as urgent; they
knew they had to act swiftly, or it would be too late. If Ctizen Purple got
wel I enough established to believe he could afford to kill his captives, what
woul d be left except vengeance and ruin? It was ironic, 'Corn thought, that
the Contrary Citizens had already won their contest; had they just honored the
agreements, their hold over the planet would have been secure. But victory had
been the signal for the falling out of thieves, and now they were hurting each
other as much as their opponents.

Indeed, it m ght have been that internecine quarreling which enabled the
foursone to sneak back onto the planet. Ctizen was watching Citizen, each
nervously guarding his own holdings while trying to grab those of his

nei ghbors. Anarchy was devel oping. So no notice was taken when a noted

musi cian froma far planet arrived with several seal ed boxes of equi pnent
about which he was very finicky. There was also a reaction to |local custom He
made a fair scene when | eaving the ship: "Naked? You expect me to strip stark
naked?"

"Corn snmiled. He had been revived the noment the ship | anded, as had the
others, so that they could act quickly. They renmained in their boxes, properly
naked, ready to push open the unlatched lids and | eap out at need. But as |ong
as the ruse remai ned effective, they renmained hidden, listening. 'Corn was
sure that Agape and Tania found this scene as amusing as he did. Cef had been
a serf, and well understood the rule for serfs; but he was returning as a

di fferent man, one who had never before been to this planet. Evidently there
had been some details this other person had overl ooked.

The spaceport personnel patiently explained about Citizens and serfs. They had
been t hrough exactly this sort of scene many tinmes before. They were sorry,

but no matter how august the nusician was on his hone planet, he was reckoned
as a serf here, and had to adopt serf ways. He nust address any cl othed person
as "sir" and honor any directive that person gave inplicitly; he nmust seek the
sponsorship of a Citizen if he wished to remain on the planet nore than a few
days; and he nust go naked.

"This is an outrage!" Cef fulmnated. But in the end, wi th exceeding
reluctance, he bared his old and portly body, for he had an inportant
engagerent for which he would not be paid unless he delivered. "But," he
assured themgrimy, "you have not heard the last of this!"

The personnel did not respond. They had heard it before. Planet Proton was a
very speci al experience, for those who arrived unwarned. Mst of the

functionaries had had to nake simlar adjustnents when they first cane. d ef
was allowed to set foot within the dome proper, and his boxes were unl oaded.

Shortly later, in the tenporary apartment chanber he had rented. O ef opened
his luggage. He had used a special nmonitor to make sure that he was not being
spied on. 'Corn and the two wonen got out. They had passed the first hurdle;
now for the second, and critical, one. They had to get to Gtizen Blue, and



then see how they could help him

'Corn went ahead, scouting the situation. His hair had been cut and its col or
changed, and cosnetic tape had been used to change his facial features enough
to make hi m unrecogni zable as the boy he had been. Hi s body was thicker; he

| ooked pudgy now, but this was because of a spybeam sensor fitted around his

abdonen. Every tine he passed a hall monitor, he got a pul se against the skin
of his belly, verifying the presence of the invisible beam

Al was quiet in the region of Citizen Blue's conplex. 'Corn wal ked by it

wi t hout pausi ng—but the equi pment he carried verified the nature of the |ock
and the people inside. The | ock was unchanged, which neant that Agape could
enter, bringing her conpanions with her. Ctizen Blue, Sheen and Mach remmi ned
there, apparently unhurt, held by a | ethargy generator that was tuned to both
living people and robots. Ctizen Tan was there too, horizontal; that neant he
was sl eeping at the nonent. Excellent!

"Corn conmpleted his circuit, returning to Cefs chanmber. "It's clear!" he
reported. "Only Citizen Tan is guarding them and he's sl eeping!”

"I don't trust this,” Tania said. "My brother is devious, as | am It could be
atrap.”

"What choi ce do we have?" Cef asked. "If we don't go there, we can not rescue
Citizen Blue. W shall just have to hope that either they are not expecting
us, or that if they are, we can act with greater dispatch than they expect."
Tani a nodded. "Sonetinmes the best way to handle a trap is to spring it," she
agreed. "I amexpendable; | will try to nullify my brother while you see to
Ctizen Blue."

"Expendabl e?" O ef asked, appalled. "I should hope not!"

Tania smled at him and he smled back. Evidently she had after all invoked
nmore than just the menory of Phaze in his mind. 'Corn observed them covertly,
hoping to | earn sonething that m ght be useful in his relationship with Nepe.
He knew that Tania wasn't really interested in Cef; she just wanted to be
sure he hel ped rescue Ctizen Blue. And, in the process, the one she did | ove:
Mach. Thus she was an excellent reference for the application of sex appea

wi t hout enoti on.

"I'n any event," Agape said, "that |ethargy box surely has settings for Tania
and ne and perhaps 'Corn too. W are wearing nullifiers, but our first
priority will be to destroy that box."

"Il doit!"™ "Corn cried. "I"Il throwit against the wall!"
"Too bad we couldn't get a box tuned to Purple and Tan," Tania said.

They proceeded to Blue's suite. Other serfs were hurrying to and fro; to them
the strife between Citizens was either uninportant or unknown. They nerely
foll owed orders, whoever was in power. No one paid attention to the little

party.

At the panel, Agape didn't hesitate. She put her hand against it, and it slid
open, recogni zing her. She remmined at the panel while the other three quickly
and quietly stepped in; then she stepped through and let it close behind.

They filed silently along the short hallway |eading to the main room Tania
took the lead, alert for her brother. Oef was next, holding his flute; none



of them knew exactly how this instrunent could help, but all believed that it
related in sone significant way.

"Corn saw Citizen Blue, seated on a chair. He was conscious; his eyes noved
But he was unable to nove rapidly.

"So the wanderers return!”
That was Citizen Tan's voice! He was awake—and it was indeed a trap

Then, before 'Corn could react, the heavy hand of lethargy fell on him He saw
Agape and Cef sag; they felt it too. Tan had the box—and it was overridi ng
their nullifiers! Their arrival had not only been anticipated, it had been
prepared for. Wat fools they had been to think it would be otherw se; no
wonder their arrival had been wi thout event! Tan had wanted themto cone here,
where they could be captured wi thout commotion

But Tania was not affected. She whirled and threw herself on the Ctizen,
grabbi ng for the box. The rest of them unable to take simlar action, stood
i n place.

'Corn was facing forward, and could not turn his head fast enough to viewthe
action. Wiy wasn't there a setting for Tania? Then he understood: she was
Tan's twin sister. Her setting would be alnpost identical to his. If he tried
to use the box on her, he would suffer its effects hinmself. Perhaps he had

t hought she woul d not dare return, so hadn't worried about it. O he had

t hought she wouldn't dare directly oppose him

He had been mistaken. 'Corn heard the sounds of their nearby struggle. Tania
was femal e, and smaller than her brother, but she was healthy while he had
evidently grown soft in Citizenship. It seenmed |ike an eternity, but was only
a few seconds; then the box dropped to the floor. She had beaten him

No, she had only jarred the box fromhis grasp. It had not broken; the
| ethargy remained on them Tan shoved her away as 'Corn's head slowy turned
so that he could see them She stunbled into Clef.

Tan lunged at her. Tani a dodged around Cl ef. Then, on inspiration, she took
the flute fromhis flaccid hand and held it |ike a weapon. Wen Tan reached
for her again, she brought it down on his head.

The flute was nade of platinum a beautiful and extrenely val uabl e instrunent.
Pl ati num was one of the heaviest of nmetals. The flute nade a nost effective
club. Tan dropped to the floor, for the nmonment unable to continue the fight.

Tani a stepped toward the | ethargy box, ready to smash it simlarly, so as to
free themall.

Cl ef managed a protest. "Not with the flute!"™ The pain in his voice would have
been funny if the situation had not been so serious.

Tani a nodded. Her hair was wild and she was bruised and shaki ng, but she had
not lost her wits. She tucked the flute under her arm and picked up the box.
She found its master switch and turned it off.

Suddenly all of themwere free—Blue and Sheen and Mach i ncl uded.

But before they could do nore than | ook at each other, there was a new voice.
"Attenmpt nothing foolish," Purple said. "I have another box—and nore



per suasi ve instrunents."

It was of course no bluff. Ctizen Tan mi ght have mi sjudged his sister, but
Citizen Purple was nore cunning and ruthless. Tania straightened slowy, and
the others did not nove.

Except for 'Corn. He was at the rear of their colum, closest to Purple. He
whirl ed and | eaped—

And was felled by a spot lethargy jolt. He collapsed at Purple's feet. Indeed,
the man had not been bl uffing!

Purpl e brushed by him orienting on Tania. "Gve ne that flute," he said
gruffly, "and | may nake you my mstress instead of having you executed." He
hel d out his hand.

"Corn, on the floor, was able to nove his head just enough to see the tableau.
Tania was slowy lifting the flute. Cef was just behind her, chagrined.

Why did Purple want the flute? He had to know it wasn't the nmagic one! It was
val uabl e, but Purple hardly needed nore wealth. The instrument was irrel evant
to Purple's interests.

But Purple was no fool. If he wanted the flute, there had to be reason. But
what could the flute do, that Purple mght fear?

Suddenly 'Corn got a notion. "Play it!" he gasped. Tania, surprised, |ooked at
the flute she held. She was no nusician. There was no way she could do nore
than tootle on it. But she seened to understand what 'Corn had realized. She
lifted the flute to her nouth and bl ew. There was nothi ng except a rush of
air. She wasn't addressing the nouthpiece correctly. Purple |aughed.

Then O ef reached around her and adjusted the flute. He set his hands over
hers, each finger guiding one of hers. "Across, not into," he nurmnured.

"Enough of this foolishness,"” Purple said, reaching again.
Tani a bl ew again. This tine, with Cefs close guidance, she blew a note. Her
fingers under O efs depressed the keys, and the note changed.

The first note was inperfect, yet had a strange quality. The second was
better, and stranger. She was catching on, following Cefs cues, making eerie
nusi c.

"No!" Purple cried. But she continued to play, with increasing facility, and
he did not advance on her

There seened to be a light devel oping around the flute—not a glow, but an
anbi ence. Its col or heightened, enhancing its outline. Tania's face seened to
have a double outline, as if she were a holo picture a trifle out of focus. In
fact there seened to be two Tanias, playing two flutes, overl apping.

Then the split imges nerged. Abruptly the nusic becane intimtely conpelling.
The radi ance spread outward, seeming to ripple through the air and the

peopl e—and where it passed, they changed, becomni ng doubl e and then single,
then double again, as if swinging in and out of thenselves. The air seened to
sparkl e and beconme fresh with the fragrance of a healthy outdoors. Yet the
wal s of the suite al so seened to be dissolving, and a verdant outdoor

| andscape was showi ng t hrough them



"Now, " Clef said. He noved his hands, taking hold of the flute directly. Tania
let go, giving it to him She seemed stunned by what had happened.

The ripple of light junped inward, as if a bubble were collapsing. The
superinposed i mages faded. But then O ef began to play.

He was a master. All doubt about this was abolished by his first note. Hs
fingers on the flute seemed to glow with sheer conpetence. Tania stared at him
as if mesnerized.

The radi ance strengthened, as if a spotlight had focused on the flute. It
spread again, slowy; but this tine its effects were intensified. It lighted
O ef s hands, and they becane cl eaner, stronger, the fingers nore ninble; the
di scol orations of age faded, leaving the firmflesh of youth. It traveled
across his arms, and they filled out, beconmi ng nuscular. It touched his neck
whi ch snoot hed out, both tendons and winkl es di sappearing. It expanded across
his face, shaping it, heightening its animation, strengthening its character

H s sparse hair darkened and advanced, thickening. H's spectacl es now seened

i ncongruous on so handsone a face.

Tani a watched him rapt. The man was being transformed! H s whol e body was
turni ng youthful and dynamic as the light bathed it. Agape was staring too,
and 'Corn, fromthe floor; he knew the same thought was in all their m nds.
How coul d such a thing be happening, w thout magi c? Yet how could magi c be
operating, here in Proton?

The gl obe of light seened to split. A small intense part of it clothed C ef,
while a larger but fainter secondary part of it expanded to encl ose them al
inits anbience. '"Corn felt it infusing him changing both his body and his
mnd in extraordinary manner, both uplifting and alarm ng him He saw the

ot hers—and each was doubl e, tw n i mages overl appi ng, but not perfectly. Each
was split, yet not harned, and each | ooked as confused as he felt. \Wen Tania
had pl ayed, the outlines of each person had seemed blurred. Now they were

di stinct, yet dual.

The walls of the suite dissolved again. This tinme the outdoor |andscape
assunmed full force

Then they were movi ng—er the | andscape was. As a group they passed through the
wal | of the suite, and through the walls of the neighboring chanbers. There
were people in those other chanbers, |ooking started, but the group swept

t hrough them and past them without inpedinent. 'Corn found hinmself noving
toward a wal king serf; then he went through the mddle of the man and on
feeling only a monentary drag, as if the air had thickened. \Wat was

happeni ng?

The pace accel erated, as the music continued. They burst out of Hardom and
nmoved north, like nine figures locked in an invisible ship. Fields and trees
passed at a blurring rate, and even hills. They were goi ng sonewhere at the
speed of a spaceship, wi thout the ship.

A castle | oomed on the horizon, a blue pennant flying froma high turret. They
shot in toward it, and through its walls.

Abruptly the notion stopped. They were in the castle, and 'Corn's face was
near a tuft of grass sprouting fromthe crevice between two paving stones. But
he coul d not be concerned about that; the travel had stopped, but not the
music. Cef was still playing, his whole body concentrating on the effort, as
i f what had occurred so far were only the prelimnary to sonething greater



The gl obe of light touched Tania. The two i mages of her slid together. Her

di shevel ment and her brui ses were w ped away, enhanci ng her posture. Her eyes
seened |l arger, and literally gl ow ng. She had al ways been a striking wonan;
now she seemed charismatic. The nusic was lifting her, making her sway; she
was not nerely listening, she was of it.

Citizen Purple nade a noise. H's doubled i mages were also nerging. Tania's
face turned, her nouth formng a frown. Her eyes seened to strike out at
hi mand Purple fell back, reeling as if struck.

That was the Evil Eye! 'Corn had |earned of it through Nepe. The Tania of
Phaze had it, the ability to hypnotize or hurt people nerely by |ooking at
them But this was Proton!

The Iight was coming here, bathing him and bringing with it its strange
effects. 'Corn had been amazed by the ghostly traveling; now he experienced a
ghostly unity. The thought that had pronpted himto urge Tania to play the
flute returned, assuming new clarity. This was—

"Aye," he nmurnured, sitting up

Aye? That was Phaze tal k!

"Aye," his nouth said again. "The flute be doing it."
"What's happeni ng?" 'Corn cried, even as he realized the explanation. He was
merging with his other self.

"Aye," his nmouth said a third time. "I be Alien. Thou hast conme here to

Phaze."
"But this is Proton!" 'Corn protested.

"Nay, methinks it be both. See, the franes be nmerging, and the folk o' the
franmes.”

"Corn saw it was so. The Proton fol ks who had occupied the suite of Citizen

Bl ue were superinposed on what rnust be the Bl ue Denesnes of Phaze. Sonehow the
musi ¢ of the flute had carried them here, where they were joining with their
parall el selves.

Yes, as he thought it through, he found confirmation fromhis other self.

Ali en—-Al -had wi tnessed the treachery of Tan and Purple, and had gone to find
Fl eta and Tania, and the three of them had fetched the magic Plati num Flute
and come here—and now with Cef playing that Flute, the frames were being
brought together. It was overwhel mi ng, yet al so sensible.

He | ooked around him discovering that the | ethargy was gone from his body.
Clef was still playing, Tania was still gazing raptly on him and the others
were reacting nmuch as 'Corn hinself was. Agape's features were changi ng,
conmng to resenble those of Fleta, A's thought continued. Her human form was
petite and pretty. Wiile, in contrast, the Purple Adept was a nmottled and ugly
hul k. The man's fat face was twisted in a distorted snarl as he waged sone
internal war with Gtizen Purple, 'Corn continued. Evidently the two did not

i ke each other nmuch nore than they |iked anyone el se. Probably they were
engaged in a no-quarter-given struggle to determ ne which of themwas to
control their single body.

Meanwhile, Citizen Blue was coning to life. It seenmed that the Adept Stile had
been under a spell that the rmusic was abating. But Stile and Bl ue were not



united, and neither were Mach and Bane. Wat was wrong?

Bl ue caught 'Corn's eye. "Be not concerned, Al; ny body in Phaze be but a
golem and with the nergence | amreturned to Stile's." He gestured to the
gol em which sat i mobile.

Then the nan's eyes went gl assy, and the gol em ani mated. "On the ot her hand,
"Corn, | can also assunme his body," Stile said. O maybe Blue; it was
difficult to tell which was which. "Because we are one, now, we can not occupy
both simultaneously. This was one of the conplications that made this a

| ast-resort ploy. Mach has the same problem™

"Aye, and Bane," the living man said, while the robot was still. "But nethinks
we can live with it."

Agape/ Fleta turned to face Bane/ Mach. "This could becone conplicated at
certain times," she said.

"Canst not take turns?" he asked.

"An we were an other two, nay," she replied. "But we knew each other well; we
have traded bodi es before. Now we have the capacities o' both." She
denonstrated by nmelting one hand into a nolten lunp, then re-formng it. Then
she becanme a unicorn, and a hunmi ngbird, and a wonan agai n.

The Lady Blue stirred. "Wl come, Lady Sheen. Long has it been since we net.
Surely we too can share.”

The woman went slack and the robot animated. "Surely we can. Lady Bl ue!"

"But if all of you can cooperate and share so readily," 'Corn asked, "why not
Pur pl e?"

Stile/Blue laughed. "For us it be fraught with difficulties, which may bel ong
in the working out. For himit be nigh inpossible. This be because we be

am cabl e persons, accustoned to acconmmodation and sacrifice, while the Adverse
and Contrary fol k be perverse and greedy, accustonmed to yielding naught but
under force or threat. W can get along with our other selves; they can not.

It be that sinmple.”

"Corn | ooked at Purple again. The man's face was nottled and approachi ng the
color of his nane as a series of foul enotions crossed it. Purple was
evidently unable to weak nischief on anyone else until he settled his own
case.

"But they have the Oracle and the Book of Magic," Agape/ Fleta said. "And ny
child"

"Wth the frames unified by the stronger magic of the Flute, neither the
Oracle nor the Book of Magic is as inportant as before,” Stile/Blue said. "And
as for ny grandchild—+ wll bring himnow "

He singsonged a spell, drawi ng on the i Mmense ongoi ng nagi ¢ of the continuing
Fl ute, and di sappeared. In a monment he was back with Nepe and a young wol f.
"Just as well | did," he said. "They were near the limt of the good air. The

Proton pollution has been pushed off the main continent, for now"

Nepe | ooked around, seeming |less surprised than the others. "This is fun!" she
excl ai med.



Agape swooped down to gather her up. But Nepe was al ready changing. "Ugh!"
Fl ach excl ai mred as Agape ki ssed him

"But then who is the wol f?" 'Corn asked, astoni shed. The wol f becane a rat her
pretty young girl. "Sirel noba," she said.

Fl ach di sengaged from Agape and enbraced his bitch-friend. But she changed,
and in a nmonment he was hol ding Troubot. "Ugh!" the robot exclainmed.

Sonebody started | aughing. Then all of themwere, except Adept/Ctizen Purple,
who was lost in his own private quarrel. There were certainly things to adjust
to! But what a great new situation was opening out: the realns of science and
magi ¢ merged, both being operative together at |ast!

"Unicorn Point," Stile/Blue said, |ooking around. "I see now that the two
frames were never meant to be separated, and they shall not be so again. The
cities and the creatures of the wild shall learn to coexist. There will be

probl ems, of course; significant ones, such as the matter of pollution. W
can't have Phaze atnosphere go the way of Proton's! But what would life be,
wi t hout chal | enge?"

"Aye," Neysa said. Then she became Nessie. Now 'Corn understood why Citizen
Blue had hired this older alien fromPlanet Meba; he had been facilitating
the parallelism so as to be ready for this nergence, if it came. Flach's
granddam Nepe's grandnot her: had one been offplanet at this tine, there could
have been a bad disruption

"Corn/ Al remenbered sonet hing. "Wat of Tani a?" he asked. "She did nore than
anyone to make this possible, and she | oves Mach/Bane, and we owe her—=

Fl et a/ Agape | ooked up. "It be true. W owe her," she said sadly. "Mayhap she
| oved power as nuch as the man, wishing to unite with an Adept or GCitizen and
so gain back her own, but an we have the debt, needs nust we—=

The nmusic of the Flute finally stopped; the nergence was conplete. Cefs job
was done. Rejuvenated, exhilarated, he | owered the instrunent and stood there,
smling and handsome. Slowly he turned to Tania, with a questioning gl ance.

In two steps she was in his arns, kissing himw th a passion verging on
ferocity. Alight flickered about them

Now ' Corn appreci ated the phenonmenal inpact the playing of the Flute nust have
had upon the woman. She had started it, guided by O efs expertise; then she
had experienced the unparalleled magic of his playing. Power? Clef was the

| eadi ng Adept of the age, because of the Flute. Tania had known that her |ove
for Mach or Bane was futile; now she had di scovered all that she | onged
for—power, Phaze and a matchless man—+n Cef. It was true for both Tani as;
they had unified cleanly, and evidently had no internal conflicts. The
suddenness of her change of |ove was no nore anmazing than the magi c of the

nmer gence of the franes.

"Come, we have nuch to do," Stile/Blue said. "Let's hope that folk like Merle
are satisfied with their new powers in |lieu of other payment, and that our
other allies are well off, while the Adverse allies are sinmlarly badly off."
He gl anced at 'Corn. "Thy fol ks may remain ensorcel ed, A . Needs nust we check
on the Red Demesnes. Mayhap with 'Corn's folks offworld, there will be a
conplication we nust abate.”

"Me too!" Nepe cried. "Conme on, 'Corn-let's neet Al's fol ks! She ran across
and took his arm



Corn, dizzy, realized that the prospects were still opening up. Maybe, as with
Fl ach and Sirel noba, Nepe | ooked forward to a different partner when grown
t han when young! He had to admit, things were |ooking better

AUTHOR S NOTE

For those readers who have inquired what happened to the Author's Notes in
t hese novel s, an answer: THERE HAVE NEVER BEEN AUTHOR S NOTES | N THE ADEPT
SERI ES. But, having established that, here is an exception, because | have a
couple of credits to give, an explanation to nake, and a question to hedge.

My thanks to "Cutter John" Giffith, whose comments on USENET hel ped ne
organi ze the Adepts; | was having trouble remenbering who was which

Li kewi se to Thomas A. Mcd oud, for the Dragon Duel notion and the Add-a-Gane
device; | adapted fromhis informative letter to assenbl e that sequence.

For those interested in structure, yes, it is true: there are eighteen
different viewpoints in this novel, one for each chapter. They nove

rhythm cally across the three generations: elder, mddle and younger, so that
every third chapter relates to the same generation. Al so, the odd chapters
relate to Phaze, and the even ones to Proton, except for Chapter 6 when Nepe
breaks the rule. Nepe is irrepressiblel

Now t he question that sone others will be asking: is this the end of the
series? Certainly there remains much to tell, as the kinks are worked out of
the nerged franes and nerged characters. One reader suggested that the Brown
Adept be given a romantic interest; indeed it is possible that she has had a
richer life than has been seen here. There is also the possibility of a new
generation of children with extraordi nary science and magic abilities. The
rest of the Galaxy can hardly be ignorant of the advantages of magic; an

i nvasion for purposes of ruthless exploitation seens |ikely. This would of
course have to be resisted. So yes, there may well be nore, in due course.
Don't rush ne. | will get to Phaze Doubt when |I'm ready.



